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We’ve Both Got Issues 


by The Mishamigo 


Summary 


Tony Stark never reveals his identity, running away to a cottage after the battle of New 
York. Finally, he can be alone. That’s until four years pass... and a very traumatised, fresh, 
superhero shows up at his door. 


A New Path 


Sitting in the room with Agent Colson and Pepper, Tony Stark decides in that moment that he’ ll 
take those cards thrusted into his hands and he’ II say every word transcribed onto them. He doesn’t 
reveal his identity because he doesn’t want to. He stays as Iron Man for a while... all the way up 
until the battle of New York. But after that... He’s too shaken up from what happened, and he 
doesn’t ever want to be seen in the public eye again. It’s too much. So, he goes and does what he 
knows best. He flees, and he’s never seen again. 


Taking his massive fortune, Tony sets up a remote cottage in the middle of nowhere. It’s in the 
middle of a privately owned woods (his, as of an hour or so before he chose the house) and has 
access for deliveries if need be. Grabbing most of his books, and his lab equipment (the stuff that’s 
small enough for him to take, the rest of it will have to come in the van), he moves out of his house 
overnight and transfers the company over to a very capable Pepper Potts. He knows that she’ ll do 
the best job, and he knows that he wouldn’t. 


The new house is in the middle of a cluster of trees, snow building up to a couple of feet during the 
winter months. Tony’s set up a satellite for his tv, but he doesn’t watch it. He doesn’t connect to 
the internet. He’s completely on his own, living out a private life that he never got to experience. 
Eating badly cooked meals (he never did learn how to get by on his own), the ex-socialite finds 
himself enjoying the quote-on-quote ‘hermit’ style of living. 


Sitting in his father’s rocking chair, one stubborn ray of sunshine bothering him, Tony stares down 
at the pair of hands that brought such destruction. Staring at the entry way to his basement, where 
there might just be another lab, he sighs. He misses Happy, Pepper, and everyone else he had the 
pleasure of connecting with, but he also thinks of people like Yinsen that he dismissed... before 
being the reason of their demise. He should’ ve never partied like he did, he should’ ve never 
created weapons to supply to mass-murderers. There was so many should have’s that he could’ ve 
done, and he feels as if he’s just going to sit and dwell on what could’ve been for as long as he 
should live. It might be a lonely lifestyle now, but it’s one that he thinks he could enjoy... maybe. 
Given the time. 


Gathering his thoughts, he steps outside and takes a breath of fresh air. A young rabbit scurries 
across his feet, glancing up at him as if it has never seen a human before. Tony pets the wild 
animal on the head, before watching it run away across the dirt. Catching a glimpse of himself in 
the reflection of the one car he brought with him, a hesitant smile catches up to him. A man in the 
wild... what a change. 


Four years later 


A young, peppy, teenager with bouncy brunette hair wanders down to the parked school coach with 
his best friend beside him. His name is Peter Parker. He’s smart, tactile, and he’s everything 
anybody would want in a friend. A perfect student with a GPA of 4.0, Peter looks as if he’s got a 
bright and brilliant future ahead of him. 


Peter stands at about 5’6. He’s fourteen-years-old and has been through more than what meets the 
eye. At the age of four, he lost both of his parents to a plane crash. He mourned them before he 
even knew what death was, crying so hard that he passed out on his bedroom floor before he’s told 
to pack up everything he wanted to keep. He remembers clinging onto the last teddy bear his mama 
brought him, holding it to his chest as if it was her... 


He’s scared of planes from then on. Ben and May (his aunt and uncle) drive cross country to take 


him to his new home, which is with them. He doesn’t sleep in his new bed they make him, tears 
keeping him awake for ungodly hours. When he grows up, he feels shameful for how his younger 
self acted. He knows he was confused, but Ben had to mourn his brother... but how could he when 
he had to look after a toddler? 


Peter’s life is full of tragedy as he grows up. Things happen to him that he’d never want to recall, 
things he’s thrown to the back of his head. He lives, however. He puts on a smile at times, but 
sometimes it’s real. His guardians are lovely. Ben and May give him an incredible childhood... 
something he’ll forever be grateful for. 


“Oscorp?” Peter whines, looking over at Ned (the aforementioned best friend) with a frown. 
“Seriously? Why couldn’t they get a trip to Stark Industries instead? I’d love to meet Miss Potts,” 
he adds. “I would’ve loved to meet Mr Stark too... but I don’t imagine he’s there. He used to be in 
the press like all the time and then those people kidnapped him and that was it.” 


“T think I’d do the same,” Ned says, choosing the middle of the coach for the two of them to sit on. 
He scurries himself over to the window seat, letting Peter sit next to him with both of their bags on 
the alleyway. “I can’t imagine how scary it would’ ve been.” 


“Yeah...” Peter says, putting his and Ned’s bag by his feet. He might be quite scrawny and weak at 
times, but Peter was determined and was going to prove to Ned that carrying both their bags would 
be easy (even if it was starting to make him a little out of breath). “But... he did have that awesome 
bodyguard. What was it that they called him?” 


“Alloy... no- Iron Man, wasn’t it?” Ned says, looking out at the view as the coach slowly pulls 
away from their school. Ned’s eyes were too focused on the greenery to notice his best friend 
stealing one of his snacks. He wouldn’t have cared anyway. He always did think that Peter needed 
to eat more. “I would’ ve killed to have a bodyguard like that.” 


“Me too,” Peter nods, putting in his headphones. He puts Ned’s in their headphone adapter, 
pressing play on ‘Peter and Ned’s roadtrip’ playlist that they made together specifically for school 
trips. They ignore the rest of the chattering from their classmates, enjoying each other’s company 
(like they always did). They play all sorts of songs that they both love, and before they know it 
they’ ve arrived. 


Oscorp was... fine. Until Mr Harrington stopped them all for a toilet break. When Peter strolled 
out of the visitor’s bathroom, his tour group had disappeared. Looking around for a few seconds, he 
thought he heard the footsteps of his friends. Taking that trail, the small teenager somehow found 
himself in an alleyway that did not look safe to walk down. Peter thought it must be fine, however. 
But as a sharp pain entered the top of his arm... he wasn’t so sure. 


Jumping out of his skin once he saw the dead spider on the floor, he realised it must’ ve bit him. 
Not knowing the type of toxins that might be in his body, Peter wasn’t sure how to feel. He kept 
walking... but his eyesight was weird. Taking off what he thought were faulty glasses, he realised 
that he could see. He’s never been able to look out at the world perfectly. He’s needed glasses since 
the age of three. What was happening? 


Peter caught up to the group without anyone noticing he was gone... except Ned. Ned was asking 
all sorts of questions, but Peter just felt sick. He couldn’t move his arm, and nothing felt the same. 
And as they walked down the steps back to the coach after the trip was done, Peter collapsed 
alongside his and Ned’s bag. 


After a few minutes of panicking, the school finally woke him up. As well as calling Uncle Ben to 
come and get him. Ben was at work, but he’d always give up time if it meant Peter was okay. He 


was the best Uncle/Dad in the world. 


“What’s up, Petey-Pie?” Ben says, walking down the road with his car keys swinging around his 
finger. His dark brown hair was spiked up, styled in a way that only he thought was still cool. “Not 
feeling very good? That’s alright, bud. We'll just get some hot coca in you and some paracetamol. 
Hopefully, you’ll be back to normal in the morning.” He smiles, picking Peter up and putting him 
over his shoulder just like he used to do. It was harder now that the young boy was grown up, but 
Ben didn’t care. He’d be carrying his boy until he was a grown adult (if possible). 


Walking to their apartment, Peter didn’t have the energy to open his eyes. Ben looked worried, but 
he pretended to be strong. The young boy could just tell. Putting a cold towel on top of his head, he 
wasn’t getting any cooler. Something was wrong... all of it relating back to that spider bite. Ben 
decides to leave it until morning, but Peter’s in so much pain that he thinks he won’t survive that 
long. 


He does survive, in fact. But he wakes up and he feels as if everything has changed. His whole 
body feels different. It’s as if he went to bed as someone else and woke up in a stranger’s body. 
Getting his camera app up on his phone, he quickly checks that he hasn’t entered the next freaky- 
Friday remake. When he’s sure that he is himself, he finally starts to process what was going on. 


“Holy shit,” Peter whispers to himself, as he’s led down by himself on the top bunk. He can 
breathe. He’s not asthmatic. He hasn’t had to take his medicine. It’s as if the Spider bite has given 
him powers... 


No, that can’t be right. He gets up to test his new theory and astonishes himself with the results... 
He’s stronger than he’s ever been before, and he’s even sticking to the walls with nothing but his 
bare hands. Something in that Spider was different. Peter always suspected Oscorp to be dodgy, 
and now this could prove it. 


Hearing a scream resonate outside of his bedroom window, the teenager runs over to his window to 
see an older lady cry out in dismay over a stolen purse. Looking down at his hands... Peter realises 
he can make a difference. Jumping down from his window, the young man sprints. He’s faster, and 
he doesn’t even need to stop for a break. He gets to the thief, gets the purse back, and saves the 
day. Seeing the older lady’s face, Peter has an epiphany. He could be an avenger! He could finally 
make a difference... maybe his parent’s would be proud of him. 


And that is how the infamous/famous (depending on your point of view) Spider-man was born. 
One month later. 


“Peter, you’ ve been running out of this house every night in the past week. Your teachers are 
telling me that you’re not bothering in school, and that your grades are going down. What’s going 
on?” Uncle Ben says, his voice coming out as tired. He’s got his hand around Peter’s wrist, holding 
it so the teenager can’t get out of the door he was heading towards. May’s standing beside him, 
slowly nodding along to her husband’s worried rant. 


“T haven’t-,” 


“There’s no point in lying, kid,” Ben sighs, shaking his head. “I’ve seen you climb out of that 
window with your rucksack on for three nights in a row. Please tell me you’re not out doing drugs. 
You’re a good kid, Peter. Don’t ruin it.” 


“T’m not doing drugs!” Peter exclaims. He doesn’t know why Ben would think that of him. But he 
still can’t tell his uncle the truth. Spider-man has already made a few enemies. He doesn’t want one 


of them to come back and try to enact some revenge on his family. For now, he thinks it’s a good 
idea to keep it a secret. “Seriously, Ben! I’m just going to see Ned!” 


“That’s what I thought, buddy. But then I called Ned’s mother to see if I was correct, but apparently 
you haven’t been over there in over a month,” Ben tells Peter’s, eyebrows furrowing in the way 
they always did whenever Ben had a temper. “Just tell me the truth, Parker.” 


“Oh, would you just give me a break?” Peter snaps. “I’m allowed to go out of the house! You can’t 
just keep me locked up like a caged animal.” 


“Don’t be so dramatic. I’m not keeping you locked up. You can go out; I just want to know where. 
And there’s a thing called a curfew. I don’t want you out late at night. You could get hurt, Pete. 
There’s a lot of bad people out there,” Ben practically begs, frowning when Peter rips his arm out 
of the older man’s hold. Ben quickly turns around and runs out of the main door with a scowl 
itched upon his face. 


Peter turns the corner a few hours later, regretting his choice to patrol that night as the rain 
hammers it down on his head, and comes face to face with Ben. Ben nods at him, not realising it 
was the teenager he was looking for because of the mask. He watches his uncle walk past, his heart 
falling in his chest from the guilt of yelling at him. 


Ben walks down into the local convenience store, asking the owner if he’s seen him. Peter had 
walked around the corner to change out of his handmade Spider-man suit. When he comes back, he 
sees the man with the gun. A man, who was probably barely in his 20’s, threw on a ski mask. He 
stalks into the store, pressing a gun against the owner. Peter sets into panic mode, immediately 
running down the road. He doesn’t care for the weather, that he might slip, because Ben’s the 
nicest person in the world. Knowing his uncle, he’d sacrifice his life to save the other person, and 
Peter can’t lose another family member. He can’t. 


As Peter gets to the door, he sees the gun go off. Watching Ben tumble down to the floor, he 
screams out in agony. He throws himself on top of Ben’s body, putting his hands over the gunshot 
wound. “No, Ben. No. No, please,” he cries, shaking his head as tears run down his cheeks. “Ben 
look at me, please.” 


Ben slowly raises his hand and puts it on Peter’s cheek, “I love you, son.” 
“Ben- please.” 
“You're the best kid, Parker.” 


“Don’t say goodbye, Ben. You’re going to be fine,” Peter begs. He doesn’t believe it himself, but 
he must. He has to survive, otherwise Peter doesn’t know what he’d do. “You’re going to do just 
fine. P-Please.” 


“Look after May, okay? Both of you are going to be just fine, kid. I love you both so much,” He 
whispers, his voice breaking at the end of his sentence. His eyes blink slowly, and suddenly shut 
before Ben can say anything else. Peter shakes him to try and wake him back up... but that’s it. It’s 
over. 


Peter doesn’t know what to do. The thief is gone. People are trying to get past him to Ben, whilst 
trying to say things to him. They’re putting their hands on him to try and ask him if they could 
help, but he’s completely gone. Before he can think anything through, Peter runs. He runs without 
any thoughts. Before he knows it, he’s standing outside a bus stop he doesn’t recognise in the 
pouring rain. He’s alone. His uncle is dead... and it’s all his fault. 


Using a bit of money that he finds in his pocket, Peter jumps onto the nearest bus he can find. He 
doesn’t know where it’s going... but he figures it’s better than facing Ben’s wife, his aunt, to tell 
him he was the reason he died. He loves May... but- but she would hate him once she found out 
what he did. So, he had to go far. He had to leave... for good. 


Ten hours later 


Tony Stark looks around his cottage, using the eggs he got from the local market to make his 
breakfast. He hasn’t slept, however. Even if the kidnapping and everything else was so long ago, 
he still can’t get it out of his mind. After finishing up, he goes downstairs into his now expanded 
lab. 


Hundreds of Iron Man suits line the lab. He may not be the superhero he was for a short time, but 
that didn’t stop the need to create. He needed more suits... just in case. Seeing the wormhole, and 
everything that came with it, he knew something was coming. He knew that the world would be 
attacked one day, and he couldn’t sit by when it came. 


Tinkering on one of the suits, Tony let the day go by like he did every day. It always felt the same. 
Wiping some of the oil on his face, the billionaire looks around the room and marvels at his work. 
He never takes them flying, too scared for somebody to see the suit. He doesn’t know if they 
would even work... but he has to have them. He needs them more than anything else. It’s the only 
thing that keeps him going. 


The nightmares come and go. Sometimes he dreams of Pepper dying. He still loves her, and he 
misses her more than anything. But she’s better off without him. He dreams of the wormhole, of 
Natasha closing the portal before he could get out. That ship... it makes his heart skip every single 
time he thinks of it. 


Talking to DUM-E for a bit, the only social interaction he has (other than FRIDAY, of course), the 
man looks into the mirror. He looks a bit more scruffy than usual, his goatee looking more like a 
full beard. He never wears the fancy suits he used to, liking the look of a band tee and joggers 
more. He’s very different now, of course. 


He did get calls from the Avengers sometimes, but he never answered them. In fact, he cut his 
phone lines entirely two years ago. They’re the only people in the world that know he was Iron 
Man. They want to bring him back to the team, but Tony knows it wouldn’t be good for him. He’s 
good to just spend his time in the forest with the wild animals. For everyone always knew the truth. 
Tony Stark was destined to be alone, wasn’t he? 


Stepping out of the lab, Tony winces at the sun’s rays. It’s winter, however, so it’s not too strong. 
He sees the snowflakes fall, sighing. It’s always hard to get around at this time of the year. The 
snow builds up so much that it’s almost impossible to get out to the local village. He probably 
should go and stock up for the rest of the season. 


He says goodbye to his favourite little rabbit that always runs past his house, getting into the 
classic car he brought with him to the cottage. He drives down the winding roads, parking up by 
the local shop. Nobody has ever realised it was him, luckily, so he goes through the day without 
any disturbances. 


The bus that only comes into town every week strolls in. Only one kid gets off it, looking worse for 
wear. Tony ignores it however, walking past into the shop he gets all his food from. The lady at 

the counter greets him, knowing him as “Tony from the woods’. He doesn’t make too much 
conversation, buying more food than he’ Il probably need. 


Feeling prepared for the winter, the billionaire jumps back into his car and drives back down to his 
forest. He parks the car outside. He knows that the snow will probably cover it soon, so he says 
one goodbye until the sun creeps out again. 


Stepping back inside before the snow gets too bad, Tony sits back on his sofa and picks up the 
book he left that morning. Placing the bookmark on the table, the billionaire got stuck back into the 
narrative. He had read more books during the last four years than he ever did before, and he loved 
it. Reading was an escape. It was healthy. Even if he still worked on his suits, he would’ ve done 
much more than just that if he couldn’t get into a book and escape the real world. Falling asleep 
with the book on his lap, the nightmares returned. What Tony wouldn’t give for just one stress free 
night. 


Meanwhile. 


Peter jumps off the coach, pulling up to a village he knew nothing about. He walks down the 
streets, spotting a classic car that looked like it belonged to someone who was far too eccentric to 
live in such a small place like this. Or, perhaps, that was why they’d come here. He reads a sign 
that suggests this village is the home of America’s best pies. Peter thinks he’d disagree. Ben made- 
he- well, he didn’t anymore. Because now he’s gone. 


With his head hung low, Peter jumps as the car he saw earlier drives past him. He watches the back 
of it as his stomach growls. He’s never been this hungry before. The snow’s too cold, making him 
shiver. He swears it shouldn’t be this cold. Thinking back to everything he knew about spiders... 
he knew they couldn’t thermoregulate. What if Peter couldn’t too? He’d pass out in the next hour 
if he couldn’t find a place to stay. 


Walking into the nearby café, Peter realises he hasn’t got any money left. He used the rest of it to 
get here. Sighing in defeat, he turns around with a frown. Walking down a stone path, he tries to 
find a different place that might have someone that could take him in. But as he gets further down 
the road, he realises he’s far from any house. He’s in the middle of a private woods, and he’s pretty 
much terrified. 


There are a few rabbits near him that seem more domesticated than wild animals should be. He sits 
beside them, tears bubbling up in his eyes. He can’t get that image of Ben out of his mind. It’s only 
been about ten hours... and he can’t imagine ever being the same again. His uncle’s dead, he’s 
missing, and he’s going to die out in the middle of absolutely nowhere. Dying surrounded by 
rabbits, in the deep snow... that’s how his life’s going to end. 


Looking up, Peter sees a house a few metres away. There’s a soft sound of music coming out of the 
windows, the lights flickering. The snow is incredibly heavy, turning into something like a 
snowstorm in one second. It’s nothing like he’s ever seen before. The boy moves as quickly as he 
could, stomping through the few inches that have already accumulated. He needs to ask this person 
for help, but he can’t get there... he can’t do it. 


Collapsing just as he reaches the porch, Peter’s head hits the wood and makes him unconscious. 
His mind goes blank, and he barely hears the person at the door calling for him. He doesn’t hear 
anything at all... 


Meanwhile 


Tony Stark was about to finish the last moment of his gripping novel when he hears something (or 
someone) trip his security wires. Suddenly on edge, the man stood up and ran to his door. Not 
knowing what to do if someone found him, his heart was beating hard in his chest. But when he 
looks aside, he sees a young boy tumble by his front door. He tilts his head, confused, and slowly 


wanders up to the kid. 


Well, this wasn’t good. 


Looking Back And Forward 


Tony’s not sure what to do here. He hardly sees people his own age anymore... nevermind some 
young kid. He’s got no idea how to act around them, especially if they’re unconscious. He can’t 
call the emergency services. Cutting his phone lines was crucial to his lonely lifestyle... and he has 
no time to set it all up again. If he tried that, Tony was sure this teenager would simply freeze to 
death. 


Placing one of his hands underneath the boy’s head, he winces at how cold he is to touch. Lifting 
him up, the billionaire grunts. He really is out of shape. Perhaps he should use that old gym 
equipment that’s gathering dust in the other room. 


Carrying the nameless boy to his couch, he stands there and thinks of what to do. He’s a certified 
genius... surely, he could think of something that might help. 


Remembering that first aid course Happy forced him to do, Tony was suddenly an expert on the 
topic. Checking if the boy’s airways were open, he was happy to find that he was steadily 
breathing. He was okay... so why wasn’t he up and talking? He couldn’t just be asleep, right? The 
force of hitting his head would’ ve woken him up. Thinking it through, the kid was exhibiting signs 
of an animal entering hibernation. A drop of temperature? Check. Slowed metabolism? Well, Tony 
had no idea on that one. So, maybe it wasn’t hibernation. Maybe he was just cold and fell asleep. 
Whatever it was, Tony wanted to figure it out fast before they were both locked inside for the rest 
of the Winter season. 


Watching the kid sleep (which, yes, felt creepy), Tony started to think about what was going on in 
the outside world. Like the genius he is, he quickly got the internet back up. He connects to it for 
the first time in a while, setting up a firewall before SHIELD could locate him. Nick Fury might 
know his identity, but that’s all he knows. If the man found out where he moved, SHIELD agents 
would compromise him and force him back into the fight... but Tony? Tony’s not ready for that. 
He doesn’t think he’ Il ever be. 


Sinking into the bath, telling Friday to keep an eye out on the boy, Tony starts to panic. He hasn’t 
had a full conversation with another person in a long, long, time. What if hibernating boy is an 
agent sent in to try and get Tony Stark back in the suit? But Iron Man died a long time ago, didn’t 
he? It was just Tony now, and he was sure that’s how he wanted it to stay... right? 


He closes his eyes, mind trying to drift away before it gets too much. He’s trembling. Trying to 
hold the soap, it keeps slipping out of his hand. Something so small makes him feel like a failure, 
and before he knows it, he throws it across the room and it smashes into multiple pieces. 


Quickly jumping out, his fists clench. He’s mad at himself for feeling like this, but he can’t help 
but blame the intruder that’s sleeping on his couch. He was fine before this teenager came 
tumbling (literally) into his cottage. He was fine. If he told himself that, maybe he’d believe it. 


Dripping in water, he throws on a towel and walks down his corridor. The soft wind flies inside, 
creeping in through the open window. Tony shivers. He glances into the living room as he goes 
past, making sure the kid was still okay. Seeing he was still sound asleep, Tony finds it okay to 
keep walking through the maze of his little (yet grand) cottage. 


Walking into his master bedroom, Tony’s first proper search on his computer is ‘Stark Industries’. 
He’s surprised to see that Pepper hasn’t changed the name, but he isn’t surprised to see her 
dominating the trade market. He opens google images, smile softening at all the returns. She looks 


beautiful, and it makes Tony miss her more than ever. Her long locks seem to have more volume 
than he remembers, but her eyes hold a mystery to them that he wishes he could solve all over 
again. As he scrolls through a few more, he stops at a picture of the both of them together. He 
never knew she looked at him like that. 


Pepper’s grinning at him like he’s the best thing in the world. Her eyebrows are soft, and she 
doesn’t bother to pose for the camera. Tony, on the other hand, is commanding the whole event. 
He’s got his arm around Pepper’s shoulders, a grin on his face as the flashes go off. He remembers 
the night like nothing else. He remembers the speech he had to do earlier on, complaining about it 
to Pepper. She always got him through it, though. And he remembers the party. He was bruised 
from a flight out in the suit the day before, but nobody could know that. So, he drinks in quantities 
as an attempt to hide that. Pepper wasn’t happy with that. 


Tony never knew why she put up with him. He Joved her. He never said that to her. He never had 
the nerve, but he did. He did adore her with all his heart. But he put her through hell and back. And 
then, after getting spooked, he left. He often did wander if she ever missed him, or if she just 
moved on. 


Changing search to ‘Pepper Potts’, Tony’s heart drops when he sees a name he doesn’t recognise 
underneath her documented partners. So... has she really moved on? Tony doesn’t blame her, of 
course, but he can’t pretend that it doesn’t hurt. Closing the tab, Tony needs to control his 
breathing before everything hits him too hard. He decides to change the topic to something else 
entirely, something to stop his mind from breaking. 


For hours on end, Tony researches his old friends. There’s new Avengers, apparently. The Falcon, 
The Ant Man, Scarlett Witch... just to name a few. They look talented. And the team looks fine. 
They don’t need him, do they? He made a good choice coming here. He still gifts them money... 
so that’s it. He searches Rhodey, happy to know his friend was doing his best. He misses his best 
friend, but it’s better for them to be without him. All he does is bring pain. 


Finding out Bucky Barnes was still alive... Tony realises he’s missed so much. Steve has even 
spoke out about stepping down soon, but that doesn’t seem like it’Il happen for a while. He looks 
good. A little grey, but aren’t they all? All the new information begins to scramble his brain. So, he 
decides to move on again. 


There’s so much that’s happened. Scientific breakthroughs, economic crashes, new films, new 
celebrities, and a lot of new scandals. He’s out of the loop, and it’s going to be hard to step back in. 
He doesn’t think he will again... no, he wants to stay here forever. Doesn’t he? But... seeing 
something new and learning about what’s out there... maybe he starts to rethink it all. 


He hesitates whether he should search the next topic. Before he can talk himself out, he puts his 

own name into the search bar. Of course, people theorise where he is. Nobody’s got it right. Some 
people think he’s died, some think he’s migrated to the moon. They’ re all wrong. He’s very much 
alive, and he’s not living in some random space colony. No, not yet. Perhaps he’d try that one day. 


One entry he sees is an interview Steve Rogers did with a random magazine. It’s an expose of how 
much the team misses Tony, about how they have no idea where he is... about how much the 
known Avenger misses their ‘tech advisor’ (that’s all the world knows about Tony’s involvement). 
It’s long, and it’s real. Steve means it. Tony reads every word. By the time he finishes it, his heart 
feels weak. He shuts the laptop down, the change in light hurting his eyes. He can’t handle the 
thought that people out there truly love him. Howard would’ ve told him to grow up if he knew 
what he was thinking. 


“You’re freezing,” Tony mutters, mainly to himself. He’s kneeling in front of his couch, the back 


of his hand touching the teen’s forehead. He looks about... hm... fifteen? Tony’s not sure. He 
could be in his early twenties for all he knows. All he knows for sure is this kid is young. He grabs 
a few spare blankets he has in one of the cupboards, throwing them over the boy’s sleeping form. 
“Bet this is going to be a shock when you wake up, hm? I sure hope you don’t know who I am, kid. 
But, I mean, who doesn’t? I’m awesome.” 


Checking outside the window, the snow is building up too much. By the time this kid wakes up, 
it’s going to be impossible to get him out. It’s too dangerous. And even if the media reports him to 
be lacking a heart, he does care. Even if he doesn’t know who he’s trying to save. If he didn’t, he 
wouldn’t have flown that nuke into space... but to be fair to them, they didn’t know that was him. 
So, yeah, he gets it. But he can’t let this boy die out there. He guesses he’ll just have to stay here 
for now. 


Tony walks into the kitchen and pours himself a glass of some wine he’s kept in a hidden cellar. 
The cork bursts open, and the bottle is drained in under an hour. Tony sits on his coffee table for 
the first time in a long time. It’s got two chairs by it, which has always felt useless, but Tony 
presumes it’ll come in handy in the upcoming season. He sips the wine slowly... he doesn’t want 
to get ‘drunk’. Tony just wants to feel a burn into his throat. It’s a way to feel something when he’s 
used to feeling nothing at all. 


What would his friends think if they saw him now? He stumbles of his chair, and he’s sure it falls 
over. He realises that he doesn’t care. Finding his way into his bathroom, Tony picks up a razor 
and goes to clean himself up. But as he stares into his own reflection, he can’t find the energy to 
care. He places it back down and leans back against his wall. 


He closes his eyes. But as he does, he regrets it. All he sees is that dark abyss, the same spot of 
space he saw as the suit flew up into that wormhole. Tony remembers the light as the nuke 
exploded, the ship falling into pieces. That moment was the realisation he needed. He couldn’t do 
it anymore. He couldn’t. That moment changed his life. 


Four years ago. 


“What do you mean?” Nick Fury says. He’s standing face to face with Tony Stark. The man looks 
angry. Tony’s just said he’s leaving the team, but he doesn’t understand why. Tony, although he 
never knew it, was an integral member. They needed his talents. “You can’t just walk out of this, 
Stark.” 


“T can,” Tony responds, glancing around at the other avengers stood across the room. They’re 
looking at him with such pity, and he doesn’t need it. He doesn’t want it. “I can leave, Nick, and I 
am. I’m not telling you where I’m going. I want out of this shit.” 


Nick hums, shaking his head. “You’ll regret it.” 


“Maybe I will,” Tony says. He sighs, “But I don’t care. I can’t sleep because of that nuke. I’ve 
never had the chance to just be me. I’ve been in the public eye for all my life. Now I want to live 
just for me. I don’t want any interaction with Shield, and I'll be destroying all my suits. This is it.” 


Fury doesn’t enjoy this new path Tony walked down, but he decides to let him try it. Walking out 
before he would explode (Tony and Nick were always at each other’s throats), Fury sees Tony for 
the last time. 


“T can’t say I’m over the moon,” Steve starts. 


“Why not?” Tony interrupts, crossing his arms. “Come on, Rogers. You hate me. I'll be surprised 


if you don’t start partying once we all leave this room. Isn’t it like a dream come true?” he asks, 
bitterly laughing. Maybe it’s the insomnia making him act like a jerk, or perhaps he’s just insecure 
that everyone won’t give a crap that he’s gone. It’s better to pretend like all that’s there is hate, 
than to mourn over a friendship that’s died. 


“You know that’s not true, Tony,” Steve sighs. “We’ll miss you. I promise.” Steve makes a face as 
Tony’s nose scrunches. He can tell that the billionaire is holding something back. The super soldier 
blames Howard for never looking after his son like he should’ ve. “And it’s okay. It’s okay to leave 
it all. [hope you don’t feel guilty for leaving it behind.” 


Tony looks down at his feet. Of course... Steve would be nice about this. He looks over at 
Rhodey. “I-,” he starts, but his voice cuts off. He thinks that he’s made a bad choice. He’s known 
Rhodey for most of his life. He doesn’t know how to live without him. “T’Il miss you all,” he ends 
up saying, knowing if he makes personal goodbye’s that it’ Il feel much worse. 


Rhodey just looks sad. He walks over, putting his arms around Tony. He hugs him tightly. “I don’t 
want you to go, man. But I get it. You do what you need. Just promise me that we’ll see each other 
again one day.” 


“T promise,” Tony mumbles, his voice muffled. “I-[ mean- you could come with me, man.” 


“You know that I can’t, Tones. I got too much to do out here,” he says, frowning. He pulls away, 
“You'll be fine. ’m just worried for your appetite. We both know you can’t cook.” 


“[’ve got my mom’s cookbooks,” Tony laughs. “It'll have to do,” he adds, shrugging his shoulders. 
“T would tell you not to forget me, but you and I both know that you couldn’t. I’m just too good for 
that.” 


“T don’t think anyone will ever forget you.” 


“Are you sure that you’re going to be okay? I don’t think I’ ve ever seen you be quiet. Who are you 
going to speak to? DUM-E?” Natasha laughs, playfully nudging him with her elbow. She looks at 
him with a face that Tony recognised. Somehow, she seemed sad. Tony never knew that him 
leaving would affect her like that... But she was also hiding it beneath a playful grin. 


“Hey,” Tony chuckles. “DUM-E’s been with me for a long time,” he tells her, “He’s used to my 
rambling. I bet he wouldn’t mind it if it continued.” Tony looks at her, remembering their past. He 
sighs. “I'll miss you, Natalie.” 


Natasha laughs, “I’m good at finding people, Tony. I’ll be around if I ever think you’re in danger,” 
she jests, but Tony knows that she’s being serious. “And I'll miss you too.” She looks around the 
group. “We all will.” 


Tony goes back to the tower that night. Most of everything he owns is thrown into multiple 
suitcases. He checks over his personal belongings, making sure he has everything he needs. He 
doesn’t want to ever go back. Smiling down at old photos, he doesn’t know if he should take them 
with him. Sometimes looking back is hard... but he wonders if it’s necessary. 


“You're really going to go through with this?” Pepper asks, wondering into the room they had 
shared together. “Really?” 


“You could come with me,” Tony offers, saying the same thing as he did to Rhodey. “We could 
live there together. Maybe we’d adopt a dog... have a kid, maybe. Live the life we deserve.” 


Pepper smiles. She looks at Tony with guilt. Tony knows what her answer will be. “I can’t, Tony. I 


can’t just give everything up. I love you. I think I always will, but I can’t say goodbye to all my 
family. My friends. My work.” 


“IT knew you’d say that.” Tony chuckles lightly, his heart dropping. He frowns, sitting down on the 
edge of the bed. He bounces a little from the mattress. He looks around at all of the suitcases... his 
whole life packed up... a life without his soulmate. “I just wanted to try.” 


“What about Stark Industries?” Pepper whispers, sitting beside him. “What about us? Stay, Tony. 
Please. I want you, please,” she begs. “I don’t want you to go. I know it’s me being selfish. But you 
can give it all up and live here with me.” 


“T can’t, Pep,” Tony tells her. 
“IT know,” Pepper smiles sadly, their conversation basically repeating what they had only just said. 


Tony doesn’t say ‘I love you’ back. But the way that he looks at her confirms that he does. He 
leans in, pressing a gentle kiss against her lips. Pepper kisses her back, her hands slowly moving to 
his hair. They kiss for a while, the packed bags sitting by their feet. They’re forgotten for a while, 
as Tony slowly pushes Pepper’s body down. He lies on top of her. It’s not frenzied. Their kiss isn’t 
lust filled. It usually isn’t. She’s the only person he has ever fallen in love with... and he’s decided 
to just leave her behind like it doesn’t matter. 


Pepper’s tears drip down their faces. Tony tastes her tears, and he feels guilty. He pulls away, 
joining their foreheads. “I'll miss you,” he whispers. And when she says it back, he lets one single 
tear fall. 


“Are you going to take the company for me?” Tony whispers, as they’re laying in bed. They’ re 
waiting for the moving van that Tony brought. He’s going to drive it himself. He doesn’t want 
anyone, not even some drivers, to know where he’s heading. “You’d be an amazing CEO. You 
already are.” 


“T thought you were going to sell it,” Pepper whispers back, gently running her thumb against his 
cheekbone as she tries to memorise his face. 


“No,” He shakes his head, “Only if you don’t take it on. Please, Pep. I want you to keep it. Maybe 
I'll come back and help you one day,” he says. “Don’t say that I don’t give you anything,” he 
winks. He just can’t stay serious, nothing it’ll hurt when he steps outside the bedroom door. 


Pepper fondly rolls her eyes. “I'll do it, Tony. I know how much work you’ ve put into it,” she tells 
him. “Pll make sure that it’s all okay. You don’t have to worry about any of it again. You can 
finally rest now.” 


Back to the present day. 


Coming out of his daydream, the billionaire decides it’s time for him to go to sleep. He’s been 
staying up for too long just in case the random teen wakes up. Before he does, he makes sure that 
there’s a snack and a glass of water on the table for the boy. He writes a little note to tell him to 
stay inside, too worried about how he’d feel outside in the below-zero conditions. Putting out a 
spare jumper that he knows will drown him out, he feels satisfied enough. 


“T really hope you’re actually still alive,” Tony mumbles. He notices a bit of blood on the t-shirt 
he’s wearing. He thinks of all the possibilities... has he just let in a young serial killer? Or maybe 
this kid was on the run from something bad... He really hopes this doesn’t lead anyone to him. He 
stares for a while, “I wonder where you’ve come from. I bet there’s someone really worried out 


there.” 


After speaking to the kid (or mainly himself) for a while, he really steps outside of the room into 
his bedroom. He climbs into his bed and closes his eyes. 


Pepper’s in the cottage. Tony stares. How did she get here? Why? Tony takes a step forward, but 
she crumbles down to her feet. She’s hurt. There’s a giant ship flying down towards her, a giant 
alien looking create grabbing her. She just looks so... lifeless. Tony screams after her, his senses 
going wild. He goes to step into one of the suits... but they don’t work. They can’t fly, and it’s his 
fault. It’s his fault for not testing them. He should’ve never left. Never. Or he should have left them 
there with protection, something that could keep them safe. But he didn’t even think it through. For 
some reason, he just ran when things got tough. 


The next thing he knows, he’s watching himself fly up into the wormhole from a third person point 
of view. The wormhole shuts and seals him in. He doesn’t get out, and the Avengers simply walk 
away. They don’t care. Pepper’s there too, and she runs into the arms of that unidentified partner. 
She looks so in love, looking at him like she used to look at him. 


The boy’s there too. Tony doesn’t even know this boy’s name. But he’s there. He’s freezing. He’s 
staring at Tony, and the boy’s eyes look... dead. “You didn’t do enough,” he says. “I’m dying. 
You’re too scared of people finding you, that you didn’t call an ambulance. You killed me,” he 
says. Tony tries to tell him that he’s okay, but he’s frozen into the mattress. “They are better 
without you,” the boy laughs. 


Tony wakes up in sweat after he hears a loud crash from the living room. Running into the living 
room, the billionaire watches with wide eyes as the sleeping (or so he thought) teenager runs 
around his room in a fleet of panic. The glass of water has tumbled down to the floor, covering 
Tony’s old rug with the liquid. He walks forward, trying to stop him. There’s glass everywhere, 
and he’s scared that it'll hurt him. He grabs the kid’s hands without thinking, something that will 
surprise him when he thinks it all through later. “Hey, look at me. You’re okay.” 


Peter blinks. He stares at the man that grabs him. Tilting his head to the side, he seemingly 
analyses his face. Calming down, Peter doesn’t try and move away from Tony’s hands. “...Tony 
Stark?!” he finally says. “Woah?!” he exclaims, his voice suddenly getting a little louder (for the 
first real person he’s spoke to in a long time, the kid was very enthusiastic. It was a little hard to get 
used to). “I thought you were dead, man! Oh, wow, this is so cool. Is this where you’ ve been this 
whole time?” After ranting for a while, the boy seems to remember something. His shoulders 
slump, and he falls back into Tony’s sofa with a huff. His eyes bubble up with tears, making Tony 
on edge. Oh no, he thinks to himself. 


Tony doesn’t know what to say. He’s good with kids sometimes... but he’s not good with ones that 
look like they’ ve been through something incredibly traumatic. 


So... that’s where that leaves them. A teen who’s just watched their uncle die, and who’s now 
sitting in his ex-idol’s (who he once believed to be dead) living room. Who’s still trying to figure 
out powers from a radioactive spider. And, on the other hand, there’s a scared billionaire who’s just 
trying to figure out how to live normally with PTSD and anxiety. An ex-socialite who hasn’t fully 
spoken to another person (par the shop keepers who he sees every other week) in four years, trying 
to deal with a teenager who likes to talk a lot. Two very different people with very different 
circumstances, both stuck in a room. 


Tony’s not sure how he’s going to deal with it all, especially now that there’s someone else in the 
world who knows where he is. He’ll have to change his identity... or maybe he could find a new 
cottage and dump this kid back where he came from. But for now... he just has to deal with it until 


the snow has cleared. 


An Ice Breaker 


Tony doesn’t know what to say yet. He hasn’t replied to the kid’s last query, and those big eyes are 
still staring at him like a scared puppy who’s lost. Something’s happened to him, and Tony can tell 
it isn’t good. Tony can see the boy’s mourning. It’s in the way he sits, the way he crosses his arms 
in front of his chest. He’s closed off, like he knows he can’t open his mouth and tell anyone (let 
alone Tony Stark, the man who he presumed to be dead) what’s going on. 


“T-,” Tony starts, but he’s just as anxious. He thinks he should be better. He’s an adult. He’s not 
some scared kid that’s just passed out from the cold. He’s not alone or scared (debatable, his 
conscience screams at him). He just needs to help the teen. Maybe he can get back into the hero’s 
mindsight, the same person that he used to be before- well, before he left. “I am Tony Stark. This is 
where I’ve been, and you- well you just landed on my porch. So, who are you?” 


Peter’s eyes dart around the room and glance over Tony’s limited belongings. “You have a bigger 
beard than I remember,” he ends up saying, looking proud of himself that he managed a little bit of 
humour (Tony realises it’s a defence mechanism, but he doesn’t bother to bring that up). “Uh, isn’t 
this a little quaint for your taste?” 


Tony’s upper lip quirks up into a smirk. It’s tiny, and almost invisible, but Tony’s whole-body 
rushes with the excitement of feeling... something. He’s been so numb for so long. He realises it’s 
time for a change, but is it really going to happen because of a teenager? This fleeting moment of 
hope quickly dissipates, as does his smirk. The man sits down on the side of the sofa, gesturing for 
the kid to follow. When he does, he finally starts to reply. 


“T can’t remember what living in a mansion is like,” Tony tells him. “I’ve come quite accustomed 
to the smaller life. And, yeah, the beard is something else... isn’t it? I don’t know, I sort of like it,” 
he tells... the nameless teenager. He suddenly realises the boy never answered his question. 
“Anyway... enough about the beard,” he says, frowning when the boy scrunches his face up when 
Tony compliments his own facial hair (apparently, he’s not a fan). “What’s your name, kid?” 


“Peter Parker,” The teen responds. 


“T like it. Nice alliteration,’ Tony says. “A strong name,” he mutters afterwards. “Uh, so- you’ re 
going to be stuck here for a while. That storm isn’t going anywhere... and it’s too dangerous for 
you to find your way home by yourself.” 


Peter doesn’t seem to like that. His eyes widen, his whole body seemingly going into shock. “No,” 
he says, speaking like he can’t quite believe it. “It can’t be. You don’t understand, I have to get 
home. Now. Like, as soon as possible. My aunt... she’Il be out of her mind with worry. My uncle 
just- he- he’s not with us anymore. She’ll be all by herself, and-“ 


“T’m sorry, kid, but I can’t just let you out there. The snow’s too thick. You’ ll die in about an hour 
or so,” he explains, trying to keep a level head. He can’t exactly force the kid to stay here... he’s 
not a kidnapper, but he also doesn’t want to responsible for this young boy’s death. Morally, he’s 
unsure on what’s the best option. For now, however, he hopes that Peter can just listen to him. 
“When it clears, Pll give you some money for the next bus out.” 


“T-I can’t take your money, Mr Stark,” Peter whispers. 


Peter looks to his feet, and Tony’s never seen a kid look so sad. Tony doesn’t know what to do or 
say. He’s silent for a while. Really, the man’s in a sense of shock. He hasn’t had many people in 


life who are there for him... not just the money. Tony knows the kid doesn’t really have a choice 
in the matter, but he decides to believe in it. He’s surprised that the boy doesn’t have more 
resentment about staying in a stranger’s house... but he assumes that he’s not technically a 
stranger, is he? Both of them bathe in this awkward tension, the only sound is the ticking of the 
clock in the background. It’s not until a flock of birds fly past the window, their chattering making 
Tony jump out of his seat (the billionaire tries to hide his fear by coughing into his hand. Peter 
doesn’t seem to be fooled), that he finally decides to speak up. 


He dismisses Peter’s concern for his bank account with a wave of his hand. “It’s no sweat of my 
back, kid. You remember that I’m a billionaire, right? Giving you a bit of money for your bus isn’t 
going to make me go bankrupt,” he explains, a little smile returning to his face. “It’s nice of you to 
care, but it’s not needed.” 


“But Mr Stark... it doesn’t matter if you have all the money in the world. I-I just don’t feel right 
about taking it,” Peter frowns. He looks up at the ceiling. Apparently, he wants to hide his face for 
a second. “My uncle... he always told me to be polite. So, I will. And I’m not just going to take 
it... especially if you’re going to be so nice to me and let me stay.” 


Tony’s breath hitches. He isn’t used to this... he doesn’t even know how to reply. This kid seems to 
get him like that. Is that good? Tony’s not sure if he even knows. “Uh- how about you help me 
around the house then? Like some sort of chores? Then you’ ve earnt the money,” Tony offers, 
trying to remember how Pepper would parent her nieces. God, he misses her. “So, it’s fair, and you 
haven’t stolen the money from the poor, gravelling, billionaire. Whatever would he do without it?” 


Peter smiles a little. Tony’s heart seems to like that sight, but he doesn’t have a clue why. It’s not 

like this kid is here to stay, and it’s definitely not like they’re close in any way. So why does Tony 
feel attached already? This kid isn’t his, for goodness sake. He looks to the other side of the room 
away from the boy, knowing he can’t be vulnerable. He doesn’t want this. He needs to stay in this 
cottage... far away from everyone else. 


“Uh, so- I guess I'll show you around. If you’re agreeing to the chores, I assume you'll stay here 
for a while then?” Tony asks. Peter awkwardly nods his head, a shy smile over his lips. It doesn’t 
reach his lips, of course. But it’s there, nonetheless. He stands up, turning his head towards the 
door they’re about to enter. Looking as nervous as the boy, the adult stands with his hands in his 
pockets. “Or- you know- we can wait until you’ ve warmed up.” 


“T- can, uh- I can come now,” Peter says. He jumps up, scurrying over to Tony as if something had 
just scared him. He looks smaller than he is, his back hunched over. Tony’s curious, of course, 
over what’s happening in this teenager’s head... but he doesn’t bother to pick his brain. He’s been 
through enough, hasn’t he? “So, um, like- why did you decide to come here?” 


Tony was getting ready for that question. He bites his lip... hard. Does he tell Peter? Does he let it 
out yet? “Good real estate,” he answers. He can’t be truthful. He doesn’t want to trauma dump to 
some kid he barely knows. He’s not ready for that. He never will be. 


“Oh,” Peter says, nodding. “It’s nice here,” he replies, looking down to the floor. “My uncle 
always said he wanted to live in a place like that once I moved to college. He and my aunt planned 
this perfect life, and- well,” the boy speaks sadly as he walks by Tony’s side, occasionally looking 
into open doors as they walk through the house. “But it’s not going to happen now...” 


Tony blinks. He doesn’t reply. If he did, he wonders if the kid would start crying. Instead, he opens 
the hatch to his second lab. He doesn’t show Peter the one he works in. He can’t risk someone else 
finding out about Iron Man... and the hundred of suits that litter his workspace would be a clear 

indicator of his alter ego (or maybe Peter would just think he’s making the suits for his bodyguard, 


like the rest of the world, but he can’t risk him asking anything). 


“Wow,” Peter says as they walk down to the basement floor. He looks around the space with wild 
eyes, the light in his eyes sparkling. It’s clear to Tony that the boy likes science if his face says 
anything about it. The boy walks (not runs, he’s clearly a kid that knows some lab rules) over to 
some of the equipment, running his little fingers over the sold material. “This is so cool.” 


“The coolest,” Tony says... because he did make it. “So, you like science?” 


“Like it?” Peter asks. “I love it. I used to watch all your shows, Mr Stark. I was always the 
youngest one in the audience, but I made sure to listen to every single word you said,” he tells 
Tony. “I went with my aunt and uncle... we- we’d sit in the further seats as it’s all we could ever 
afford. I'd get a chocolate milkshake from the nearest restaurant, and we’d have to sneak it in... 
Uncle Ben would always find the funniest ways. And then you’d come on. You were so... grand. 
Always. You commanded a room, and I- I always wanted to be just like you. You were my idol, 
man. I guess I just want to thank you.” 


Tony looks at him. He feels this panic that he hasn’t in a while. “Oh,” he says, sounding just like 
Peter had only a few moments ago. “I- uh- thank you, Peter. But if I was you, I’d pick someone 
else to look up to. I wasn’t- ’m not the type of person someone like you should desire to be. I feel 
like you’re already better than me. And I’ve only known you for like... ten minutes.” 


Peter shakes his head. “That’s not true, Mr Stark. You don’t know what I-I’ve done,” he says. 


Peter’s bottom lip trembles, and Tony can see the first tear fall. Before he knows it, tears are 
streaming down his cheeks. He’s holding onto the table. He’s trying so hard not to fall to the floor, 
his legs obviously week. And Tony just stands there like a sore thumb, attempting to understand 
how this happened. What did he say? How on earth does he fix this? 


“Peter,” Tony says, kneeling as the kid falls to the floor. He puts his hand softly on Peter’s upper 
arm, trying to gather his attention. “You’re okay,” he says, trying to find the words he wished 
people would’ ve told him when he panicked. “You’re going to be just fine, kiddo. Look at me, 
please. Look at me,” he tries, and smiles softly when the boy meets his eyes. “There he is,” he 
smiles. “Do you want to take my hand? You could squeeze it as tight as you can... maybe it’ Il 
make you feel better. | mean- it was my fault that you- you know.” 


“Not your fault,” Peter manages to say during the stream of tears. He takes Tony’s offer, squeezing 
it tightly. He squeezes so tight... and Tony is a little taken back by the power in his grip. That 
doesn’t feel human. It reminds him of Steve. “Not- it’s not, I promise. You’re a good man, Mr 
Stark,” he rants, breathing in and out. In and out. Just over and over again, and Tony starts to worry 
that he’ll pass out. 


“Woah, woah, kid,” Tony says. He ignores the positive comments he makes, knowing that they’re 
not true. They’re not. He knows who he is, and he’s nothing near ‘good’. “You have to get that 
breathing steady, Pete. You’re going to hurt yourself, okay?” Tony tries. He begins to calm his 
own breathing, getting the boy to follow what he’s doing. “Copy me. Breathe.” 


About half an hour later, Peter’s sat up on one of the desks with a glass of water in his hands. He 
looks tired... but he also looks better than he did. He’s okay now. Well, he’s not. But he’s better. 
Tony’s up in the kitchen, making them both some dinner. He gives Peter the one plate he brought 
with him. He decides he’ll just put his on the table. He’s not prepared for this... but it’s nice, right? 


Peter looks around the lab. He’s alone now... so he finally has time to think everything through. 
He recognises some of Tony’s iconic work. It’s placed into some locked glass cabinets... they’re 


all forgotten. Nobody, not even Tony, seems to enjoy any of it anymore. And as Peter stares... he 
sees his family. He sees old memories that he wishes he could jump into and relive all over again. 
But time keeps going forward, and Peter has to move on. He must keep going. That’s what people 
say. But how can he? How can he even try when his uncle only died in the last week? Peter can 
still remember what his face looked like. He can think clearly about how the man told him that 
he’d be okay. 


Tony arrives just in time. If he hadn’t, Peter probably would’ve broken down again. He eats the 
sandwich. He feels like he needs to eat more because of the bite. But he can’t tell Tony that. They 
eat in silence, both looking between each other to make sure they’re okay. Tony feels guilty that 
Peter needs to check up on him. He shouldn’t... he’s not a good idol for this kid. Even if Peter’s 
certain that he is. 


“Want to do some work then, kid? Get a live action lecture with the one and only Tony Stark?” 
Tony asks, standing up and placing the dirty plate up on the bookcase. 


Peter jumps up immediately to Tony’s request. He has this energy in him that Tony doesn’t 
recognise... and when he goes to work... Peter’s a genius. He’s a natural, and it sets Tony back just 
a little. Tony’s in awe as he gets to work. He’s constructing this advanced robot like it’s as child’s 
play. It’s amazing.... It’s like looking in a mirror. 


“Good job, kid,” Tony grins, patting him on the shoulder. 
“You know your bodyguard said that to me once,” Peter replies. 
“Hm?” Tony responds. The mention of Iron Man freezes him for a second. “Oh, really? When?” 


“Stark Expo. 2010. When all the drones attacked,” Peter tells him. “We were there to listen to you. 
Then that all happened. I had this toy Iron Man mask that I brought with me everywhere. I was... 
nine. I thought I could fight. I thought I might win... but one of the drones raised their arm at me. 
It was about to kill me, but your bodyguard saved my life. I wish I could say thank you.” 


Tony hummed. He wanted to tell the kid that he just did, but he decides to keep that under wraps. 
“I’m sorry that you had to go through all of that, Pete.” 


“Oh, there’s nothing to say sorry about,” Peter says. “It wasn’t your fault, Mr Stark. Plus, thanks to 
you, I’m still here. I mean, you did build the suit that saved me,” he tells him. 


They work again in silence (it seems to happen a lot, the two of them revelling in the quiet)... until 
Tony checks his watch and sees that it’s evening. He takes Peter upstairs, promising him that he’ Il 
keep an eye out on the weather. He’ll make sure Peter is back at home as soon as possible. Peter 
makes him promise that they’ll spend some time in the lab tomorrow. Tony smiles as he does. It’s 
about time that place saw some life in it. 


Just as he’s about to show Peter his new bedroom, he watches the boy’s eyes linger on the night 
sky. Tony tells him it’s okay to go outside... just to be careful that he doesn’t walk off the porch. 
The snow’s thick now. It sounds stupid to say that the boy might get lost underneath it all... but 
they never know. Peter sits down on the swinging bench that’s just outside the door. After a while, 
after gathering some confidence that he didn’t know was there, he asks Tony to join him. 


Tony’s reluctant, but he walks over anyway. He sits down with him. He hasn’t been out in here in a 
while to see the stars. They look... beautiful. But they remind him too much of what’s up there. He 
stares for ages, and Peter can’t look away either. There’s no pollution, nothing to hide the beauty. 
It’s the clearest sky that Tony’s seen in a while, except for the dark storm clouds that start to move 


in. The contrast between the gorgeous and the frightening... it’s something that’s so alluring that 
nobody would look away. 


Peter starts to swing, his little legs barely touching the wood panels. He whistles underneath his 
breath. It’s a tune that seems so personal that Tony feels bad for listening. But it’s nice to hear. It’s 
nice to look someone else in the eyes, to know that they’re here and not a figment of his 
imagination. He listens into the tune... but he doesn’t recognise it. Not really. It’s calming, 
sounding like it’s something that’ll send an insomniac to sleep (he wonders if Peter would help him 
out one evening, but it’s a little weird to imagine). 


“It’s pretty, isn’t it?” Peter finally says. He’s fiddling with something, something that’s obscured 
from the billionaire’s sight. “My aunt used to tell me that the brightest star in the sky was your lost 
loved ones looking down on you. They’ re never far away. It’s nice to know that they still get to 
love you even if it’s not physical, you know?” 


“IT know,” Tony responds. “Your aunt sounds like a smart lady.” 


“Oh, she is,” Peter replies. He smiles off into the distance. “There’s three starts clustered together 
over there,” he tells Tony, pointing up. “I see this little pattern a lot... Well, I have in the last few 
days. I used to see two.” 


“Your uncle? You said that you lost him?” Tony asks, helping Peter with the swinging. They 
swing back and forth. Back, forth... over and over as the wind mocks Peter’s whistles with a sound 
of its own. 


“Yeah,” Peter replies breathlessly. “He- well, he died. It was like last week,” he speaks. It breaks 
Tony’s heart as his voice breaks. It sounds vulnerable, and Tony wants to reassure him. But how 
can he? Tony feels like there’s more to the story. Once again, he doesn’t push. He can’t. It’s wrong 
of him to do so. He’ll let Peter tell him... if he ever wants to. If he stays long enough for it to come 
out. 


“T’m sorry.” 


“Tt’s okay. It’s just... fresh,” Peter explains. “And I’m so far from home. I ran when it happened... 
so [haven’t even seen my aunt yet. She must think that I’m gone as well and-,” Peter stops himself. 
He goes quiet. He puts whatever he was fiddling with back in his (it’s Tony’s... but the billionaire 
will probably let him keep it) oversized jacket. He looks back up at the stars again, right at the 
small cluster he pointed out earlier. “I guess I just didn’t think two stars would become three so 
soon.” He must see Tony’s confused face when he looks down, so he elaborates. “My parents died 
when I was four. It’s just loss after loss- I can’t deal with it.” 


Poor kid, Tony thinks. “I lost my parents at seventeen. It was big news... Suddenly I had control of 
a company I already resented. I had so many responsibilities. I was in college. There was so much 
to do... and I never had the time to mourn,” he says, scaring himself that he’s letting this kid know 
his dirty secrets. “Losing people is shit, Pete. But I promise you that it'll get better. You don’t have 
to move on, you never will, but you can learn to live. I think you’Il be okay, kid. You’ ve got a good 
head on those shoulders.” 


“Thank you, Mr Stark,” Peter smiles, “And I’m sorry for your loss too. It must’ ve been hard for 


you.” 

“You know that you can call me Tony, right?” Tony tells him. “I haven’t been that person you call 
‘Mr Stark’ for a long time,” he explains. But Peter looks stubborn. He won’t budge, and something 
about that makes Tony chuckle underneath his breath. 


“Uncle Ben always told me to respect those older than me. He always said that it’s either sir, Mr, 
Mam or miss... or whatever applies to the person. Whatever they choose to be called. If you want 
me to call you Tony, I will. But Mr Stark is polite... it’s what he wanted me to be,” Peter tells him. 


“Call me Mr Stark all you want, kid,” Tony says. “I don’t mind.” 
“Thank you, Mr Stark,” Peter giggles. 


Peter shivers underneath his jacket, showing Tony that it’s time to step inside. Tony gets up first, 
telling the younger boy to follow. They step inside, and Tony triple checks that all his security is 
up and running. He’s paranoid that Peter coming here might set something off. There’s no doubt 
that people are looking for him. Tony wants to help. He wants to make sure the kid gets back. It’s 
all he wants, really. For the kid’s sake, of course... but for his own? Maybe that’s just as much of a 
motivation too. But for the now the storm is too much. 


He thinks to the suits underneath his feet. He thinks- no, he knows that they could probably get 
Peter home now. But that means getting them out. It means returning to normal society again after 
so long. He knows that it’s selfish. He could sort everything out... but- no, he’s not ready for any 
of that. Even if he can hear the kid crying in his spare bedroom. It’s too much of a risk. He’ Il just 
wait for the storm to clear, and everything will be fine. Just fine. He’s certain of it. 


Tony tries to go to sleep that night, but nightmares plague him just like they always do. He’s up in 
a sweat only half an hour after he goes down. He’s shaking. His bed sheets are across the room, 
draped over the front of his wardrobe. He tries to breathe. But he can’t. He glances at himself in 
the mirror and jumps. That’s not him. He doesn’t look like himself. He hasn’t got his beard. He’s 
got dark bags underneath his eyes that change the way his face appears. 


Getting out of bed, he’s quieter than usual. He doesn’t make a beeline for the drinks, too scared 
that he’ ll get drunk and wake the boy up. He can hear that Peter’s struggling to sleep himself. He 
doesn’t need to make it worse for him. Tony saunters into the ensuite bathroom. The creaks of the 
floorboards sound too loud, making him wince. But he doesn’t hear anything else, so he keeps 


going. 


Picking up a razor that hasn’t been used in months, he slathers slaving cream over his jaw. It’s time 
to say goodbye to the bushy beard he’s been sporting for so long. He shaves it to look like he used 
to. The longer moustache over his upper lip, and the small bits on his chin. He stares at himself for 
a while. It’s weird to recognise yourself as an old friend, but it’s exactly like that. He knows this 
person... but they’re not familiar now. He doesn’t really know them. No, not like he used to. It’s 
not the same person. But they’re still someone he’d greet when walking down the street. 


Tony practices his old smiles. He wants to be that same charismatic person that Peter spoke about 
during their lab time. He yearns for it. To be that same person would mean everything. But it’s 
hard. It’s hard when that person didn’t hold the same weight of travesty like he did. That person 
didn’t see the biggest ship in his life, watching the nuke flying towards it. Nobody would smile 
after that. 


He tries his hardest, but it doesn’t look natural. He hits a pot out of frustration, watching it smash 
onto the tiled floor. He sits down beside the mess, putting his head in his hands. He tries not to 
scream into his palms. He’s tired, and now his whole world has just blown up in his face. 


Thanks, kid. 


All he needs to do is get through the storm. Once the kid’s gone, he can wally in his self-pity 
without any consequences. He can’t wait. 


The Secrets Are Out 


Tony’s up and walking (pacing is probably a better word) through his kitchen when the kid finally 
wanders in. He’s wearing one of Tony’s old t-shirts, and it’s far too big for him. The joggers he’s 
got on have been tied up, as well as rolled up a few times... but still- he looks like a child playing 
dress up. He seems tired, as if he hasn’t slept for a while. Tony gets it. He hasn’t had a good night 
sleep in four years. 


Tony watches him as he slowly sits down on the couch. He’s acting like an awkward visitor. Tony 
guesses that’s exactly what he is. Tony pretends he hasn’t noticed him as he slaves away on the 
cooker, making them some breakfast. He’s better at cooking than he was when he left. Practise 
does make perfect, after all. And there’s nothing in the world that Tony Stark has even been bad at 
after researching it (apart from talking about his feelings, of course). The soft crackling of the oil 
on the frying pan is replaced by the soft buzz of his TV (something he’s just set up, by the way). 
The kid is watching some channel that must be new, it must be something that was set up after he 
left. 


After internally debating when to interrupt Peter in his bliss, Tony walks over and places the plate 
in front of him. Peter’s eyes light up just a smidge when he sees the food. Immediately picking it 
up and swallowing like a hoover, it’s all gone in a matter of seconds. Tony raises his eyebrows, 
sitting beside him without a word. He eats his own out of the frying pan that’s slightly too hot still, 
taking his time. It’s nothing special... it’s the same food he’s had for every morning during the 
past four years. 


“It was nice, Mr Stark,” Peter says after a few seconds. 


“Thanks for the raving review, kid,” Tony winks. He places the warm, empty, frying pan on the 
coffee table. “Really means the most.” 


Peter glances down at his feet. “I’m glad I could make you happy,” he says, an attempt of putting 
forward a little bit of humour. He smiles this big, wide, smile that could be comparable to sunlight 
once Tony lets out a little bit of laugh. And suddenly all Tony wants to do is keep it there. 
Somehow... and for some reason. 


“You’re funny, kid,” Tony tells him. “So... maybe we should try and clear some of the snow out 
today? There might be a chance the storm will slow it’s roll, you know,” he explains. Standing up 
and walking over to the window, he sees it’s still high up. It’s small enough for them to tread 
through, but he knows that no coaches would be running during weather like this. 


“Maybe,” Peter nods. “Uh, do you have any coats? I don’t do... um, well with cold weather. You 
saw how | acted last time. I’d rather not go unconscious again,” he says quietly. He stands there in 
Tony’s shirt and joggers, swimming in them... watching him with an awkward smile. He can’t 
help but see Ben in Tony, so it’s hard or him to look him the eye... so he doesn’t. Tony must think 
there’s something the matter with him. 


“T might have... some in my cupboard,” Tony says, but all he owns is old clothes he shoved in his 
suitcases. And they may belong to some of his... larger teammates. The clothes they own are not 
to his taste, but maybe they’d look good on the teenager. Maybe, if he didn’t fall over in them. 


Grabbing the oversized, tan, jacket that sits in the right back (something that Thor brought when he 
had that ‘Midgard-fashion’ phase) of his closet, he puts it around the young boy’s shoulders. 
Weirdly, he looks... adorable. Yeah, that’s probably the best word for it. 


His cheeks are flushed from the cold breeze that Tony’s heating can’t quite beat. He’s stood by the 
door with Howard Stark’s old Burberry scarf around his neck, a bobble hat that Tony’s grandma 
knitted for him when he was younger, and this big coat that was Thor’s around his shoulders. It’s 
something else for sure. 


Tony wears an old jacket he always brings out for the winter. He doesn’t put any accessories on, he 
feels like the cold is just like an old friend to him. It’s something that he’s used to. It’s never 
exactly warm where he lives, even during the ‘scorching’ summers. 


“Come on, Pete,” he says. He’s used to giving people nicknames fast, but for some reason ‘Pete’ 
feels familiar, makes him feel warm- almost as if he could push the coat onto the floor and step out 
into the cold without it. But he doesn’t. Pushing the rigid door open, the snow from the top of the 
roof dislodges and hits him on the head. Before he could get annoyed at the situation, he hears the 
sweet sounder of laughter from the boy. It sounds like he hasn’t done that in a while. 


He turns around and puts his hands out towards Peter with a scrunched-up face, as if he is asking 
him why he was laughing. Peter’s grin turns sheepish. “Sorry, Mr Stark,” he chuckles. “But it was 
funny.” 


“Yeah? You think it’s hilarious, huh? Real funny,” Tony tells him. He squints from how bright the 
sun is against the snow, as he plans a course of action. Grabbing some snow with his right hand, 
something that’s out of sight from Peter, he quickly throws it towards him. Somehow, however, 
the boy dodges at the perfect time and the snowball hits his old couch. “Oh, Parker, it’s on.” 


Peter runs out into the heavy snow. His feet hit the ground, and the snow’s up to his knees. Not 
familiar with the environment, it’s hard for him to get away from Tony’s snowball tyranny. He’s 
trying his best, Tony can tell, but he’s got nothing on Tony. It’s not fair, really. Peter’s getting hit 
repeatedly and Tony’s unrelenting. He doesn’t even give him time to bend down to gather ammo. 
After a while he feels bad, so he stops. But that’s not a good choice. Suddenly, Tony’s face is 
covered in water as the snow melts all over him. 


“Truce!” he calls after he can’t feel a thing. He laughs. A real, genuine, laugh. He didn’t know he 
could do that anymore. He shakes that feeling away from him, stepping over to where the boy is. 
The snow scrunches underneath his feet, until he finally catches up to the boy. “Now, kid. Pay your 
way. Let’s shovel some snow.” 


Peter grabs a shovel from the little shed that’s just beside the cottage. Tony gets a bucket. He 
didn’t bring two shovels because he never thought he’d have the opportunity to do this with 
someone else. But a lot of things are surprising him today. Peter’s surprisingly good with it, 
shovelling a path like he knows how to handle the tool. Tony watches with a worried side eye. Hm, 
he’d have to watch that. Maybe the kid is some shield spy that could knock him out without 
question. 


After a few hours of labour, mostly on the kid’s part, there’s a clear distinctive path that’s now 
ready for them to walk down. Peter’s about to say something, but a familiar noise (on Tony’s part) 
interrupts them. A small, soft, bunny hops over to their feet. Peter jumps, hiding behind Tony. He’s 
not afraid of bunnies, of course, he’s just afraid of wild animals that might bite him if given the 
opportunity. 


“Oh, it’s fine. It’s just Platypus,” Tony tells him. Leaning down on the floor, he offers his hand for 
the animal to sniff. “He’s a commoner around these parts. I see him a lot. He must just be hungry. 
Do me a favour kid, go get some of those plants I’m growing in the greenhouse. Just look for the 
big green ones.” 


Peter scurries off, and Tony knows there’s going to be snow all over his floors. He’s not too sure if 
he even cares now. When he returns, Platypus is still around. A few of his fellow friends have 
joined in. Peter looks hesitant as he passes the fresh plants down to Tony’s hand. He looks between 
them, hiding behind the billionaire for a second. 


“Here. Come on, kid. Kneel down,” Tony says softly, patting the side of him. When Peter slowly 
follows Tony’s instructions, he’s closer to the wild animal than he wants to be. He gulps, terrified 
of what might come next. “He won’t hurt you. He’s probably more scared of you than you are of 
him,” he tells him. “See?” he asks. Covering Peter’s hand with his own, he lets the bunny sniff 
Peter. He keeps Peter’s hand there, waiting for it to stop shaking. “There, good kid. Platypus won’t 
hurt you. He’s an old buddy of mine.” 


“Really?” Peter whispers, more focused on the way the bunny’s nose scrunches as it figures out 
whether Peter is a good human like Tony. It’s friends all follow their ‘leader’s’ footsteps, hopping 
over to where Peter is. Peter freezes in his spot as they all jump over him, but as soon as it’s 
familiar to him... he’s smiling so hard it hurts. “Wow, they’re all so cute Mr Stark! I don’t know 
why I was ever scared of them!” 


Tony smiles at him. He gets up from his knees, even if that takes him a second in his old age. He 
watches Peter play with the bunnies for a while before he finds himself getting tired. He steps 
inside of the cottage, climbing onto the sofa. As his head hits the pillows, he’s interrupted by the 
teen jumping down beside him. “So... why did you call him Platypus?” he questions. Where does 
he get this energy from? 


The personal questions kind of sets Tony back a second. He tries not to think back to Rhodey, but 
his mind takes him down memory lane before he can process it all. “Oh, uh,” he starts. He stops 
himself before he might start chocking on his words. He misses his best friend. Smiling, laughing, 
and spending time with somebody after being alone for so long is making him realise how empty 
his heart has felt for so long. “Um, just- just some inside joke I had with an old friend, kid. Nothing 
exciting.” 


“Oh, okay,” Peter said. “Um, so- should we watch a movie? It’s a way to pass time, after all.” 
“Uh, sure. Put on what you want,” Tony answers. “But I’m going down to the lab.” 
“Can I come?” 


“Um... no. Uh, not now. I just need some alone time,” Tony says. “Uh, don’t burn anything down 
in the kitchen. I'll be up in a few hours. You might be asleep. If so, thanks for the good day. It’s 
been a while since I’ve laughed.” Before he can see Peter’s face after his blunt response, Tony gets 
up and basically sprints down to his personal lab. His hands are shaking, and he needs to keep them 
busy. He needs to work, or he’ Il probably go insane. 


Peter sits there by himself as Tony bolts out of the room in a flash. He’s still sat in Thor’s coat, and 
he can’t help but wonder why Tony (the ‘consultant’ for the Avengers) was close enough to own 
this. Taking all the accessories off, he puts them up in the corner where he thinks it looks neat. 
He’s never been good at that. Aunt May would... she’d totally shout at him for hours if she saw 
him right now. 


He misses her. At times, he can’t help but think of what she’s doing right now. Is she out there 
looking for him? Mourning her dead husband? Perhaps she’s just moved on. Maybe it’s all she’s 
ever wanted. Peter was a surprise to them both. When they took on the responsibility of being his 
godparents, as well as uncle and aunt, they never thought it would come to this. Peter always felt 
like a burden, something unwanted. And now... if he ever went back, he’s scared that she wouldn’t 


accept him. Maybe he’d end up in the system... Peter kept thinking that it could be a good idea to 
just stay here. But... he couldn’t do that to Tony. Peter could tell that he wasn’t wanted in this 
cottage... but he was used to that. 


Tony never does come up for dinner. Peter finds a pot noodle in the top cupboard, but he’s pretty 
sure it might be out of date (he wasn’t sure if that was even possible). He eats it all up, but still 
manages to feel hungry as he puts it all away. Walking slowly down the corridor, he checks outside 
and sees that the sun has already set. He must’ ve been staring off into space for a while because he 
never realised it got so dark. 


Hearing some snoring from Tony’s room, the teen realises he must’ ve nodded of. But as he’s 
stepping into the guest bedroom, he happens to notice an entrance he didn’t see yesterday. It’s 
open... so Peter walks down it to check it out. What he sees, however, is far from what he 
expected. 


Hundreds of Iron Man suits line the entire lab. Most of them follow the same colours, patterns, and 
design. A few don’t follow this distinctive pattern. Some are bigger, armed with unique weapons 
that Peter has never even seen before. He’s in awe... but why are these here? Yes, Iron Man might 
be Tony’s bodyguard... but why does Tony have the suits? Surely the person that controls it 
should have all of this here... right? Peter walks closer, running his hand along the metallic helmet. 
“Woah,” he whispers to himself, completely out of his mind with astonishment. 


Wait. 

Is Tony Iron Man? 
This entire time? 
Surely not... 


“Kid,” A voice says from behind him. Peter whips around, eyes wide. He’s found out. “What are 
you doing in here?” 


“Well, the door/hatch was open and- well, I was just curious. I didn’t mean to impose. I shouldn’t 
have just walked in. I saw all the suits and I was just thinking, um, are you- you know? Like it 
makes sense when I think it through, but you never know. It’s really the only scenario that makes 
sense. Tony Stark- well you are Iron Man, aren’t you?... Woah, Ned’s going to lose his mind.” 
Peter’s ranting is driving Tony’s anxiety out of control. When Peter finally looks up and sees 
Tony’s shaking hands, he stops himself. “M-Mr Stark? Are you okay?” 


“Kid- you gotta stop- you have to stop asking me questions-,” Tony says, out of breath. He 
clenches the side of a table that’s next to him. His knuckles go white from how tight he’s gripping 
it. He’s breathing so heavily that Peter’s sure he’s about to pass out. He knows, he’s been there. 


“Just breathe, Mr Stark,” Peter says, trying to be helpful. But apparently that’s not what the man 
wanted. “It’s all going to be okay. You just have to name fiv-,” he tries, because that’s what people 
always said to him when he had a panic attack. But Tony interrupts him anyway. 


“Kid, seriously.” 
“Look, Mr Stark. It’s okay. You don’t have to be embarrassed-,” 


“Peter, for god sake. Will you just shut up?” he snaps. “You shouldn’t be here. You shouldn’t even 
be in this cottage. I was fine, and then you just had to ruin it all by showing up. Just get out of this 
lab, okay? Go up to the spare room and go to sleep. We’ ll speak this whole situation through in the 


morning.” 


Peter stands there with this heart-broken look on his face. Tony immediately feels guilty as Peter 
walks away. His smile that had been there all day is gone, and all that’s left is that empty shell 
Tony knew of when they first started to speak. He drops his hand away from the table, falling 
down into the chair with a sigh. He puts his head in his hands, trying not to let his frustration out 
by crying on his lab floor. God knows he’s done it a lot in the past four years... he doesn’t want to 
do it again. But he just feels so bad for destroying the small bit of hope that Peter was obviously 
holding onto. All the teenager wanted was to be happy after losing almost all of his family. And 
now Tony took that hope, that trust he had in him, and threw it away. 


Throwing caution to the wind, Tony does something he wouldn’t usually do. He gets up, walking 
over to where the boy would be asleep. But as he pushes the door open, the kid’s sitting on the 
window sill with an old keyring in his hands. He’s staring off at some stars, saying something that 
Peter can’t quite hear. 


Tony wants to apologise. Of course he does. But there’s something that’s holding him back. Maybe 
it’s the anxiety, or the fact that he tells himself he doesn’t need this. Or maybe he’s still a little 
angry that his secret has been revealed. Scared, Tony backs out of the room and runs to his own. 
He takes a swig of an old glass of water. It doesn’t taste right, but he swallows it down anyway. He 
sits by his bed. Not on, just beside it. He doesn’t know if he deserves the comfort of simply sinking 
into the mattress. 


Pepper would know how to handle all of this. She always did, didn’t she? And if there was that 
one, rare, occasion where she couldn’t... Rhodey would. They’d tell him to stop being so stupid, 
and that he just needed to go and apologise. Tony knew that. It was obvious. He was just worried 
with why it was so hard for him. 


Knowing that hurting Peter hit Tony so hard... the billionaire came to realise that he cared for this 
random kid. It was only one day. How on earth did Peter wiggle into the empty space of his heart 
to get it going again? However it might have happened, Tony knew it wouldn’t end well. He didn’t 
exactly have a good streak with relationships with his ‘friends’. There’s no way this one would end 
differently. Right? 


This constant battle in his mind drove him crazy. Stirring around on the floor, he knew he wouldn’t 
be able to sleep that night. So, he gets out of his bedroom. He walks into the kitchen and sees that 
the porch light in on. Knowing that was probably the kid, he slowly walks outside to see what’s 
going on. 


Peter’s sat on the stairs with a backpack beside him. “It’s okay, Mr Stark. Pll get going. I don’t 
want- I really don’t want to cause you any stress. And don’t worry... I promise I won’t tell anyone 
about it.” 


“Don’t go, kid,” Tony says. He sits beside him. Taking the backpack in his hand, he plops it down 
on the porch beside him. “I don’t want you- I mean, it’s not safe out there still,” he tells him. He 
puts his hand on Peter’s shoulder, making real eye-contact for probably the first time. “You’re a 
good kid, Pete. I don’t say this often so... don’t read too much into it, but I’m sorry. I shouldn’t 
have yelled at you. You’re only a kid, and you were just trying to help.” 


“T was just getting in your face. I understand why-,” 


“Kid,” Tony says sadly. “I was in the wrong here. Not you. Me,” he explains. “Come on. Let’s go 
inside. We’ll watch a movie.” 


“Really?” Peter says with those brilliant, trusting, eyes. 


Peter’s looking at Tony like he can trust him, just like he did when he realised who he was. 
Because sometimes Tony forgets that he’s Peter’s idol. He’s who this kid looked up to for most of 
his life. Seeing him alive was a moment that the kid couldn’t quite believe. Finding out that he was 
Iron Man, a superhero, was also something that was massive for Peter. Of course he was going to 
react like he did. And for Tony to snap at him like he did... he was worried that he had ruined 
everything. But Peter was different. Even after everything he’s been through, there’s this constant 
positivity he carries with him like a bad flu. And Tony finally realises he might be able to learn a 
thing or two. Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing if the storm went on for a /ittle longer than it 
normally did. 


“Really,” Tony responds. 


“Can we watch Star Wars?” Peter asks as they step inside together, almost as if their small 
argument never happened. 


“Oh, I should’ ve guessed you'd like those films,” Tony laughs, settling down on the couch. 


“Like? Mr Stark, I love those films,” Peter gasps, hand over his heart as if Tony’s just said 
something so offensive that he couldn’t believe it. 


Tony rolls his eyes, a fond chuckle escaping his mouth. He asks Friday to play the film, putting the 
one blanket over the kid’s lap. “You can ask me as many questions about you-know-who in the 
morning. I promise I won’t freak out.” 


“Okay, Mr Stark. Only if you’re sure,” Peter nods. He rests his head on Tony’s shoulder as if this 
was a thing they always did. Tony freezes from the contact. He’s not sure if he should flinch away, 
but he decides to just sit there. 


Why was this kid so easy to get along with? If he wasn’t careful, Tony might find himself... 
opening up more than he should. Or maybe he’d be so happy that he might... go back home. After 
all this time. 


The film finishes. When Tony turns his head to ask the kid how he liked it, he realised the young 
boy was asleep. No wonder it was so quiet. The billionaire should’ ve put two and two together, 
really. Slowly moving, trying his best not to bother Peter, he slips away from him and makes sure 
he’s comfortable where he is. He thinks about taking the young boy to the spare bedroom, but 
Tony knows how comfortable his sofa really is. He’ ll let him stay there for a while. 


“M-Mr Stark,” Peter mumbles in his sleep, his grip on the blanket tightening. “You’re so cool.” 
His words are slurring, and he’s obviously asleep... the fact that he’s dreaming of Tony being cool 
is strangely heart-warming. Again. “Thank you.” 


“You’re welcome,” Tony chuckles. “But I should be the one thanking you.” 
The next morning. 


“So...,” Peter’s drawls, as he sits on the lone chair that’s usually slotted into the kitchen table. 
Tony’s there making them breakfast. It’s the same as yesterday’s, of course, but there’s something 
about it today that feels more exhilarating. Maybe because there’s someone else beside him as he 
makes it. “You’re really Iron Man?” 


“Well, I’m not so sure if am now,” Tony tells him, making sure the eggs in the frying pan don’t 
burn. “But yeah, I am. I’m Iron Man.” 


“That’s so cool,” Peter grins. “How? Why? I have so many questions. If you’d like to answer 
them... of course.” 


“T’ll let you know if I don’t,” Tony says. “You see, I can be a functioning adult at times.” 


“T never doubted you,” Peter immediately responds (and yeah, he never did... did he). “So, how 
did it happen?” 


Telling people the story of Afghanistan, even without speaking of the Iron Man suit, is never 
something he likes to speak about. He dreams of it every single night. He can still remember the 
whites in Yinsen’s eyes, the way he told Tony he was going to join his family. It still makes Tony 
feel guilty to this day. There are times where he realises that he could’ ve done so much more, but 
there’s no use of dwelling on if’s and but’s. He tells the kid every detail, and it’s sort of therapeutic 
to talk it through. If only he did this when it first happened, then maybe he wouldn’t have been 
so... ‘messed’ up (apparently, according to Peter, he’s not messed up at all). 


“Why did you leave?” 


“That wormhole,” Tony tells him, as if it’s something they shouldn’t have been speaking about. “It 
messed me up more than I already was. I don’t want to give you the details, bud, as it’s a lot... but 
it was tough for me. And then the media was trying to figure out my secret, Stark Industries was 
getting flack, and I just collapsed. Coming here was my final resort... but I felt as if it was needed.” 


“That makes sense,” Peter nods. “Well, if it means anything to you, I think you made the right 
choice. Putting yourself first is important, you know?” 


Talking back and forth about Iron Man, Peter looks as if he enjoys every single word they 
exchange. When he goes a little too far with the questions, Peter takes a step back and gets the 
conversation back on track. 


“You seem to know a lot about superhero work,” Tony questions, with a little chuckle on the side. 
He raises one eyebrow as if it was a joke. “Have you got something to tell me?” 


“Well, now that you mention it...” 


Growing Close 


“Well, now that you mention it...” 


Peter’s words fly out of his mouth before he can even think. Tony looks at him with a single raised 
eyebrow, body leant into the back of his sofa that has a slight crease in it now from how long he’s 
probably sat there. Peter doesn’t know what to say. Does he even elaborate? Does he gloss over it? 
He’s not sure. The devil and angel on his shoulders debate over each other as he simply blinks back 
at Tony. Neither of them says a word... and it’s as if they’re both waiting for the penny to drop. 


“Wait,” Tony says, interrupting their silence. “Hang on. You mean to say that you do have 
something to tell me? Relating to superheroes?” he asks, “Because kid, if you are... you’re way too 
young for all of that.” 


What Tony doesn’t say, but what he thinks, is that the kid is also too good. But his insecurities act 
as a shield, stopping him from saying anything too open (he’s had enough of that this morning). He 
doesn’t need anyone looking into his mind... as messed up as it is. And Peter’s already seen his 
fair share of the real Tony Stark, rather than the tabloid version of this billionaire that the media 
plastered across the newspapers. Every moment of Tony’s life was a story, something people could 
read and form their personal opinions on. No, the Tony that Peter was getting to know was him. 
And it was scaring the adult that there was someone out there that only knew this side of him. But 
it also felt... good. Desirable, almost. 


“T-,” Peter stammers. His eyes dart to the other side of the room where Tony’s old grandfather 
clock stands beside the window. He listens to it tick, the sounding just like a frightened heartbeat. 
A beat that sounds just a little too similar to his own. “Would you look at the time? I’ve got places 
to be. You know, the lab. Or, uh, my- well your bedroom,” he rants. 


His body leaves the sofa as if it was all on fire. He wants to head to the door, but Tony’s hand is 
already covering his wrist before he can take another step. He’s keeping him in that metaphorical 
fire. And Peter’s sweating as if he can feel the heat of it. Or maybe he’s just nervous. He’s scared 
that Tony will find out about his powers. What if he sends him away to be tested on? Or he might 
blame him for the death of Ben? Because Peter could’ ve done something, and he just sat there idle. 


“Peter?” Tony says softly. And he sounds just like Ben or May. He sounds parental, almost. And 
it’s as if he stopped Peter’s panicking in an instant. His harsh breathing slows, and his hand relaxes 
underneath Tony’s. “So, you’re a... superhero?” he asks. A simple question that might require a 
simple answer... but Peter’s mouth won’t open. He nods his head up and down instead, a soft 
movement that Tony tracks. “Oh, right,” Tony says. “Of course, you are.” 


Tony lets go of Peter’s hand. He looks at this kid. The boy that literally came out of nowhere onto 
his porch during the beginning of what would turn out to be a harsh winter. The boy that has made 
him smile for the first time in a long time. And he’s not sure what to say. But if anyone would’ ve 
run to his front door... it would have to be this kid who he has come to care for. Peter... who also 
happens to fight crime when he’s not locked up in a cottage. Because nothing could be normal. No, 
that would be too easy. Tony starts to chuckle, and he’s laughing before he can control it. And 
there’s Peter... just staring. He looks so confused... but Tony just laughs. 


“Mr Stark?” Peter asks, tilting his head. “Why are you laughing?” 


“Oh, it’s not you. It’s not anything to do with your whole reveal there, kid. It’s just... of course, 
you had to show up here out of all places. Don’t you just realise how big of a coincidence that is?” 


Tony tells him. 


Peter thinks about it. It really is weird, now that he has a chance to think it through. He managed to 
get the one coach that brought him to this village. He ran the exact path towards Tony’s house, 
collapsing onto his porch. It might be fate. But... it probably is just a weird coincidence. A very 
weird one. But he’s glad that it happened. Meeting Tony has been awesome... and he’s scared for 
the storm to end. Because then he has to face the music, of sorts, and return home to his aunt... 
who he hasn’t seen since the day of his uncle’s murder. 


“Tt must have been confusing for you, kid,” Tony says, after some silence. 


“T mean... it was. It was all so overwhelming. The day before... I was just this normal kid. I wore 
these glasses. I couldn’t run without taking a break. I couldn’t do anything that I can do now, of 
course. I didn’t know what was happening. I thought I was about to die. This ringing in my ears 
was driving my crazy, and nobody knew,” Peter responds. He looks down at his feet, thinking back 
to the time where it was all happening... back in his room. 


A few months ago... 


Peter was sweating all over, but he was also incredibly cold. Not knowing if he should bundle up 
in his covers or jump into a cold shower, he was terrified. May and Ben were at work. He was 
supposed to be at school. But he was here. Because he was too ill to even walk. Grabbing the 
nearest bin, just in case, he leans over the side of his bed and tucks his head inside it. He was 
incredibly sick, and he didn’t know why it was happening. And he was scared. He didn’t want to 
die. 


Grabbing his pillow, he hugs it tightly with tears in his eyes (after throwing the empty bin back to 
where it came from). He thinks about telling May or Ben, but what would he say? ‘I think that ’'m 
turning into a spider, what can I do about?’. What would they say? They’d probably sign him up to 
a new therapist. One that would actually know what he’s talking about. 


He hopes that itll pass when he goes to sleep. But when he does, it’s even worse in the morning. 
The pain is excruciating. It’s like his whole body is tingling. He can’t even get up from his bed. 
There’s something wrong, and it’s all coming from that spider from Oscorp. But when he does 
jump out, there’s... new things he notices. He’s stronger. When he goes to touch his door handle, it 
sticks to his hand and then comes off the door. 


As the next few days go past, he puts two and two together. He researches everything to do with 
spiders that he can think of. And the pain starts to lift, but the powers stay. And when he sees a red 
piece of fabric in a shop window as he walks home from school... he feels as he can do this. He 
can be just like Iron Man, the hero that left. Maybe he’d take his spot in the Avengers... 


Back at the cottage (present time). 
“But you’re all okay now?” Tony questions. 


“Yeah,” Peter nods. “But it’s still so fresh... so, I don’t know- it might leave me one day. Who 
knows?” 


“Anyway... what’s these powers of yours then?” Tony asks, not wanting to upset the kid by 
pushing any further. He wouldn’t want someone to do that to him, he realises. So, it’s the least he 
can do. “What’s your clique, kid?” 


“Well, uh, I was bit by a radioactive spider. It was only like one month ago. So... I’m not sure of 


everything I can do. I can climb walls. I have super strength and some, uh, super metabolism. I can 
hear really well and um I can tell when things are going to happen. It’s like a sixth sense...” Peter 
explains, looking away when Tony seems to have a query with one of his admissions. 


“A super metabolism?! No wonder you’ re not putting any more weight on. Why didn’t you tell 
me? You need to eat more,” Tony says, getting up and walking over to the kitchen. He gets out 
some food, happy that he stocked up more than he usually would. He puts some food in the oven as 
Peter protests it, mumbling words about annoying teens underneath his breath. When did he 
become so domestic? 


“Mr Stark-,” 


“No more ‘Mr Stark’s’ kid, you’re going to eat this and you’re going to enjoy it,” Tony says. “As 
we wait, we’re going to test these new powers of yours to see how they work. I’m a man of 
science, kiddo. I have to learn as much as I can,” Tony winks, placing a timer on his watch. “If you 
want, that is.” 


“Fine!” Peter laughs, running over to where he put the coat and scarf from before. He places it on, 
getting ready to go outside. “Last one out has to clean the lab after we’ve done!” he shouts, running 
to the front door and pushing it open. He looks excited, and it shocks Tony that he just stands there 
and watches fondly. As if he’s getting... comfortable. “Come on, Mr Stark!” he hears Peter shout 
from outside, knocking him out of this trance he was stuck in. 


“Guess I'll have to clean up then,” Tony shrugs as he steps into the snow. Peter’s already there, 
playing amongst it. He seems so carefree, bless him. And Tony’s scared to let go once this is all 
done. It’s as if his mind has done a complete 180. First of all, he wanted Peter to go... but now he’s 
not sure if he wants him to leave. 


But when Peter starts to test his powers, Tony thinks. The kid has his aunt out there. Tony realises 
he could probably set his phone lines back on... and let Peter contact her. He might put himself at 
risk... but this kid needs to get back. And he needs to be happy. And Tony’s keeping him from 
that. 


“Mr Stark? Are you okay?” Peter asks. 
“Fine, kid,” Tony says, giving him a fake smile. “Right, show me what you can do.” 
“’, Okay,” Peter nods. 


Peter turns to the side of Tony’s cottage, attaching his palms against it. Without any equipment, he 
scales up to the top of the roof just in front of Tony’s eyes. It’s incredible. It’s nothing like Tony 
has ever seen before... and the man wants to learn more. 


“You can see the ‘spider’ in you, kid.” 


“Well, they do call me Spider-man,” Peter shrugs, sitting on the roof. He dangles his feet in the air. 
They go back and forth, and Tony’s neck hurts as he has to glance up at Peter. But the kid looks as 
if he’s having a good time, so he doesn’t mind. Tony stifles a chuckle at the name, but he forgets 
that Peter has super hearing. Peter hears it. “Don’t make fun of it, Mr Stark. I made it myself. 
Anyway- ‘Iron Man’s’ not better, is it? Your suit’s not even made of iron.” 


“Don’t be clever, Parker,” Tony laughs, resisting the urge to flip the bird up at the kid. He’s too 
young for that, and Tony’s totally the best role model. “Now, come down. We’ ve got more to test.” 


Peter jumps back down. “What should we do next?” 


“That’s up to you.” 


After an hour or so of running around in the snow, testing everything that comes with Peter’s 
powers, the two of them start to smell a bit of smoke coming from inside. They drop what they 
were doing, sprinting towards the cottage. Luckily, nothing’s on fire. It’s just... burnt. Very burnt. 
Burnt to the point of it feeling solid. Peter looks over at Tony, who’s currently bashing the charred 
piece of food against the side of the table, with a chuckle. 


“T’m looking forward to eating that, Mr Stark. It looks delicious,” Peter says. When Tony turns, 
hand on hip, looking like every teacher after a kid gave him some lip, Peter lets a bigger laugh out. 
“T’m kidding. Thanks for trying. It means a lot. I mean it.” 


“Just don’t want a murder on my conscience, that’s all,” Tony says. He waits for a second, looking 
down at the food in his hand. The angel on his shoulder, the same one from before, pops back up 
without any interruption from his devilish conscience... it’s telling him to ‘tell the truth. Tell Peter 
that you care for him’. So, he does. “No, I mean. I do it because even if you’re a pain in my ass... 
you- well- I care about you, Pete. Thanks for letting me be happy for the first time in a while.” 


Peter smiles. “Same to you, Mr Stark. Thanks for taking care of me. I don’t know where I’d be 
right now if I hadn’t come here...” 


That worries Tony... thinking it through. He’s just glad Peter found him. But if fate did bring this 
kid here... did that mean he was waltzing into a new phase of his life? Would he end up back into 
the real world? Was he even ready for that? But he promised himself he’d only go back if people 
needed him. But seeing this kid thank him... looking at him like he was this hero he used to be, 
maybe that was enough. Or maybe it made him realise that he could live without his entire 
personality depending on being there for others. He could just... live. Live amongst everyone he 
loved. 


“But you are, and that’s enough...” 
Meanwhile 


May sits with the Leed’s family, all of them sat in a semi-circle in front of a framed photo. Ben, 
May, and Peter are in the photo. It’s an old one. If May thinks it through properly... she imagines it 
was on the boy’s tenth birthday. They woke up. The first thing they did was buy doughnuts for 
breakfast. Then, after a well-timed tantrum from a sugar crash, they took Peter and Ned to a 
science museum where a new ‘Iron Man’ exhibit was. Peter adored it. When Ben said he could 
choose something from the shop, he asked if Ben could get both him and Ned a mask that 
resembled the superhero’s. It was the cheapest thing in there... but that’s all he wanted. He never 
asked for more. 


And now... she’s the only one left. 


May sniffs, a handful of tissues scrunched up in his left hand. She’s just come back from Ben and 
Peter’s joint funeral. They had a body to bury for Ben, but there’s nothing there for her kid. She 
doesn’t know if he’s really gone. She wants to hold onto that hope, but it’s like there’s nothing left. 
She’s numb. Well, the only thing in her heart is pain. It’s drowning her, and she never learnt how to 
swim. 


Ned’s dressed head to toe in the suit he was going to wear to homecoming. It’s a black and white 
tux. He never thought he’d wear it for his best friend’s funeral. He holds a plush R2D2 to his chest, 
the first present Peter ever brought for him. He’s been crying all day. There’s tear tracks down his 
cheeks, and they’re not going anywhere. In fact, Ned’s pretty sure that they’ll be there for the rest 


of his life. 


The funeral was meant to be small. But apparently Ben and Peter touched more people than anyone 
ever realised. The church was packed. Everyone there had a story to tell about either of the ones 
they lost. And every chance there was to listen, it was all they did. There was an uneasy 
atmosphere there. Two amazing people... gone far too soon. If one more tear fell, Ned was sure 
that the floor of the church would look just like the sea. 


“T’m sorry, May,” Ned’s mother says after the room’s quiet for a while. “We’re here for you, if 
you need it. Peter was the best friend for our Ned, and Ben was always so kind. We’ Il miss both of 
them so much.” 


May doesn’t respond. She stares at Peter’s smile, at the way Ben looked so carefree with their kid 
on his shoulders. She’s the only one left in the family now... so, what is she supposed to do? She’ll 
look for Peter. She’ ll... she’ ll do anything to get him back. He’s not dead, is he? He can’t be. It’s 
not how it’s supposed to go. 


“Thank you,” she finally replies, dabbing some fresh tears with the tissue (which is now in the 
bottom of the bin, surrounded by envelopes from cards that all say ‘sorry for your loss’. For them, 
it’s a sad piece of news that they’ll forget in a month. For her, it’s the rest of her life. They don’t 
understand, do they?). 


But when she steps out of the taxi that the Leeds’ paid for, she doesn’t go home. She walks over to 
the street where Ben died. There’s still police tape around it. She wonders how they both felt when 
it happened. Was it quick? May sort of hopes so. She prays that he didn’t feel any pain when he left 
her. 


Kneeling in front of the curb, she forgets about every other person that’s walking beside her. She 
lays two roses down on the floor. One for Ben, the other for Peter. They’re old roses Ben brought 
for valentine’s day, and they’re mostly destroyed from natural wear and tear (and lots of love). 
Before she leaves, she presses a kiss to her hand and then puts it down on the floor. She hopes that 
if Peter’s out there... scared and alone... that he’II feel this kiss and know she’s not giving up on 
him. Ever. 


Ned pretends to be asleep as his parents check up on him. But as soon as his bedroom door shuts, 
he gets up and sits on his windowsill. He opens it, putting his head out to look up at the stars. He 
can’t see Peter’s apartment from here, but he can see the point where they’d meet up every day for 
school. They were best friends since the day they exchanged names. He wasn’t supposed to die 
before they could even graduate high school. He represses his tears, resting his head on his hands. 
He knows that he said goodbye to him today... but Ned doesn’t want to give up. He feels like his 
friend is still out there, and he’ Il be dammed if he’s giving up on him. They promised to each other 
that they’d be in each other’s lives until the end. And this wasn’t the end of their story just yet. 


Back at the cottage. 


“So, how long does this normally last for?” Peter questions (he’s wearing Tony’s old pyjamas, with 
his fluffy hair spiked up after just coming out of his shower). He’s kneeling on a chair, staring out 
of the window. He watches the moon, and he wonders if May and Ned are out there looking at the 
same one. Or are they just asleep, unaware that Peter’s still out there. “The storm, I mean.” 


“Tt’s normally here for a week or so, but I’m not one hundred percent sure,” Tony admits, walking 
over to the boy. He puts his hand on his shoulder, sighing. “I know it’s hard. I’m sorry that you’ re 
stuck here.” 


Peter looks up at Tony, a smile spreading over his face. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault. It’s not like 
you control the weather.” He pauses. “Do you?” 


Tony chuckles. “I don’t. Unfortunately. Maybe I should try that one day.” 
“T think you could do it,” Peter tells him. “You are a genius.” 


“You don’t have to inflate my ego, bud,” Tony laughs. He turns out, sitting down on the sofa. 
“Now come on, you’re missing the start of the film,” he says, laughing to himself when he feels a 
shift in weight on the sofa straight away. 


Tony freezes when Peter tucks himself underneath his arm. He doesn’t know if he should keep it 
there or not. But he does. When Peter fidgets around, getting himself comfortable, Tony watches 
him instead of the film. Before he can talk himself out of it, he brushes some hair out of Peter’s 
face. Peter yawns, resting his head just by Tony’s arc reactor that the man normally hides. He 
hates the thing... but the kid looks enthralled with it. 


“Do you think that it’s my fault that Ben died?” Peter asks after the film’s been running for a 
while. It’s random. It must’ve been circulating in head for a long time... 


Tony pauses the film. “What? Kid... no. Of course not.” 


“But I have these powers, Mr Stark. I’ve had them for about a month... and I could’ ve saved him. I 
knew the bullet was coming. I felt it. But I still stood there, like I’ve said before. I know I could’ ve 
pushed him away from it,” Peter speaks, words spilling out of him like a fountain. He’s sat up a 
little, looking Tony in the eye. Tony’s looking at him with this serious face, raising an eyebrow. 
And Peter can’t help but feel this sense of protection when they make eye contact. “But I didn’t. 
And he died. I just feel like I could’ ve done more.” 


“You’re forgetting something,” Tony tells him. When he stares up at him with those tear-stained 
eyes, Tony lets out a breath he didn’t know he was holding. Why does it hurt so much to see Peter 
upset? “You’re just a kid, Peter. And at the end of the day, the only person who’s at fault is the 
person who pulled the trigger. Fearing a bullet is normal. Everyone in your position would’ ve been 
scared. Especially since it was someone you loved.” 


“But-,” 
“Aha, kid,” Tony interrupts. “There’s no questioning it.” 


Peter timidly smiles, putting his head back down on Tony’s chest. “I miss him,” he whispers, his 
breathing steady as he tries to match Tony’s chest moving up and down. He listens to the man’s 
heartbeat, its steady rhythm calming him down as he settles down for the rest of the night. He’s 
sleepy from their day out in the snow, and Tony makes him feel... calm. 


“You will, bud,” Tony confirms, “We never really stop missing people that leave us.” He stops for 
a second, tightening his grip around Peter as he tries to get himself comfy. He grabs the edge of the 
blanket, pulling it up so it covers the two of them. Peter stays where he is, but he puts his arms 
around Tony’s waist. It’s as if Tony is his personal pillow, but the man isn’t really bothered. “It’s 
something we’re all lost on, isn’t it? Both us adults and kids alike. The feelings we have (be it ones 
of upset, or anger) aren’t wrong or right, kid... they just are. And we don’t lose them. We learn to 
live with them.” 


“Yeah? Do you mean that, Mr Stark?” Peter says, staring at their reflection in the TV. 


Peter sees himself lying there... and the situation sort of hits him. This is a billionaire he’s sat 


with... in some random village in a random cottage. A man he idolised in the past. It’s crazy. 
But... he doesn’t care. But when he leaves, and that snow clears up, it’s all going to be over. And 
there it goes... another person he has to miss. He wonders if Tony will ever come with him... 


“T mean it,” Tony responds. “Now, lets watch the end of the film.” 


Tony presses play, but the kid’s eyes don’t stay open for much longer. Peter’s asleep before either 
of them can say another word. He’s making these little noises, just loud enough for Tony to hear 
over the movie. So, Tony picks the boy up and wanders over to his spare bedroom... which has 
turned into Peter’s now. The older man sets the kid down onto the mattress, tucking him in. 
Watching him cuddled up, it makes him feel as domestic as he did the day before. He wanders 
what’s wrong with him. Tony Stark gone soft, who would’ ve thought? “Night, kiddo,” he 
whispers, “Ill be down in the lab if you need me.” 


And there he goes, off to his own personal lab. He works. But when he speaks to Friday, and sets 
up some new plans, he doesn’t make any more Iron Man suits. Instead, he gets to work on a suit 
that’ ll fit the teen that’s up in his bedroom instead. A suit that’ll protect him, because that kid 
deserves a suit of armour that’ll keep him safe... that’ll keep him alive.He sure deserves it. 


He works for hours... And Tony finally knows that he’s weaned his way into his heart already... 
and, if he’s not careful, it'll just get worse. 


Only A Phone Call Away 


It’s been two weeks. Peter’s been here for a while, and Tony’s getting used to it. But as the kid 
sleeps soundly down in the bedroom, Tony sits by a chair and glances out through the window. 
The condensation on the glass drips down slowly (the billionaire watches it go, tracking it as if it’s 
the most entertaining thing he’ll ever see) ... and Tony knows the snow is starting to melt. Nothing 
fresh is falling anymore, and it’ll be safe to travel soon. Tony doesn’t think he’ll be ready. He’s not 
ready to just let go of this budding friendship he’s making with the boy. But he’ II have too soon, 
won’t he? 


Opening the door, the man steps outside. He kneels down and says ‘hello’ to Platypus the rabbit. 
He hasn’t been here in a while, so he likes to catch up with the animal. He tells him everything, 
and the rabbit simply blinks back as if the man is crazy. Sitting on the porch with a steaming mug, 
Platypus hopping away as he’s got better things to do, Tony can see some grass poking through the 
white sheet of slow that covers the floor. That one strand is the one sign he needs. It’s time for 
Peter to go home... so it’s also time for Tony to set up his phone lines again. 


It’s probably around four AM, if the birds chirping are any indicator, but here’s Tony. He’s 
wearing some of his old clothes, working with equipment he hasn’t seen in a while. His back is on 
the floor as he fixes the wiring. And in under an hour, his phone lines are active. They’re 
connected to his own satellite, one that he’s sure Fury is constantly monitoring. He doesn’t care if 
the director finds him now, because he just wants to help this kid. All he needs to do is walk in to 
tell Peter he can talk to his aunt. But it’s as if he’s too scared. He’s not sure if he wants to be on his 
own ever again. But then... he realises he doesn’t have to be. 


Running inside, Tony pushes the door open to his storage room. He’s not sure if he’s been in here 
since he moved in. It’s a big room, sort of. Old cardboard boxes line the outside, with a few 
bookcases and smaller boxes littered around with no apparent pattern. Tony’s eyes go straight to a 
box labelled ‘important’. Fishing through the stuff, he puts old things to the side of him. Important 
things that he tries not to tear up over. Eventually, he finds the one thing he was looking for. His 
phone. 


Pressing his contacts app with a shaky thumb, he hovers over “Pepper Potts’ for a while. What if 
she’s changed her number? What if she wants nothing to do with him anymore? Surely, she’d want 
to hear from him all this time. Right? He knows that he wants to hear her voice. He wonders if it’s 
changed. He knows he’d be able to tell. 


Tony sits on the floor, his back leant against the wall. He blinks rapidly to keep the tears away. It’s 
something he’s learnt to do over the past few years. He’s overwhelmed here. He’s not sad or mad, 
or anything like that. He’s not sure if this is a good idea. But he needs to try. It’s totally because he 
needs to ‘test’ that he fixed it all (there’s nothing he can’t fix... surely). 


He presses her number. It rings, and rings... and rings. And nobody picks up. Tony sighs. He 
closes the phone, shutting his eyes as he clenches his free fist. He puts his head into his hand, 
breathing to himself. It’s weird that a missed call is hitting him this hard. It shouldn’t. It doesn’t 
matter that she didn’t pick up... it’s not like she had to. She’s probably busy running his old 
business. Tony was just an old flame to her. It wasn’t anything special, and she’s moved on. 


Tony turns the phone back on after a few minutes. He scrolls through the rest of the contacts, 
freezing on Steve’s information. Before he thinks everything through, he presses it. It rings and 
then... 


... “Hello?” 
“Steve? Uh, it’s me. Tony. Tony Stark?” Tony says, biting his lip. 


“Holy shit.” Is the eloquent response he hears on the other side of the line. He listens to some loud 
rustling, before there’s a sound of a door shutting. He wonders if Steve’s just getting comfortable 
for their call. Tony does too as he stands up. He sits on a chair that’s got a layer of dust on it, 
groaning when it starts rocking back and forth. He’d rather sit still, thank you. “You’re being 
serious?!” 


“Language, Steve.” 


A deep chuckle is heard over the line, followed by a sniff as if the super soldier was crying. “Oh, 
Tony. I’ve missed you. It’s so good to hear your voice.” 


“The same to you, Cap. Uh, I-...I’m sorry for just- for abandoning all of you. I’ve had time to 
reflect on everything. Since the moment I’ve stepped into this place... I’ve never gone a day 
without thinking of all you. But now... I just feel like it’s time to come back. If my old place is still 
free, that is,” he says, words shaking as he speaks. He sounds scared, almost, and Tony wants to 
prove that he’s fine... but Steve’s speaking before he can even continue. 


“Tt’s all okay, Tony. Trust me. It’s all okay,” Steve says, “And of course. We never touched your 
penthouse. It’s exactly how you left it. We were just waiting for you to come back. And I’d love 
it... you know... if you did. We all miss you more than anything, Tony. It’s not the same without 
you here. And so much has changed.” 


Tony’s breath hitches. He pulls the phone away from his ear for a second. Changing it to speaker, 
he sets the mobile on the side of the bookcase that the old chair is in front of. He thinks of the 
Avengers sat around in a smaller living room, all of them refusing to put a single foot up in his 
room... just in case. He wonders if they waited by the front of the tower, waiting for their old 
friend to come back... but he never did. 


“T’d love to,” Tony whispers. 


He knows Steve can hear him speak with his creepy super hearing. He wonders if he’d be able to 
teach Peter how to use his powers. He imagines Peter sitting beside him with the other Avengers. 
He imagines Peter laughing as he sits on top of Thor’s shoulders, as the God of Thunder professes 
the boy to be a warrior worthy enough to fight amongst them. Steve’s sitting there with his 
previously dead friend, Bucky Barnes, and he’s happy. They all are. Pepper’s sitting beside him, 
pressing a kiss against his cheek. She’s not with this new man Tony saw on the internet. She’s with 
him. And life’s good... but is it all wishful thinking? 


“T’m just not sure if I should,” he adds. 
“What?” Steve questions. “Why?” 


Tony sighs. “I- I can’t be that person I was, Steve. Iron Man. I might be a super genius, but that 
doesn’t stop those stupid nightmares. It’s this plague that I can’t shake off me. And if I go back out 
there, I’m sure they’ ll start again.” He pauses. “And it’s not because I’m afraid that I won’t be 
good enough. I’m the best team member you'll ever have, Rogers.” 


“T’m not contesting that, Stark,” Steve lightly chuckles, but it’s forced. “We don’t care if you’ re 
not Iron Man. We miss Tony Stark, not the suits. We won’t force you back into that role.” 


“You won't?” 


“Of course not,” Steve replies. 


... “Okay. PIl think about it. But if I don’t, ’m just behind the phone. Ill make sure to call,” Tony 
says. He sees Peter walk around the corner. The boy puts his head through the door, looking as 
tired as ever. He sees Tony on the phone. A knowing sort of smile spreads slowly on his face. He 
puts his finger over his lips, winking at Peter. Gesturing with his head to the floor, he feels warm as 
Peter sits by his feet. 


“May I ask you a question?” Steve asks. 
“Already did,” Tony says in return. “But yeah. Ask away, Stevie.” 


Tony chuckles. It’s this low sort of chuckle, and it makes Peter grin as he fiddles with the end of 
the joggers he’s got on as he tries to distract himself. He doesn’t want to interrupt this phone call. 
Tony’s been on his own for so long... Peter wants to know that he’ll be okay once he leaves. It’s 
going to hurt once he gets that coach back... and he thinks he’ II miss this sort of domestic day by 
day once the snow has melted. 


“Why now? What’s changed that has made you call?” Steve questions. 


Tony realises this question might’ ve come up, but he feels as he wasn’t ready for it. He pauses. 
Looking down at Peter, he smiles down at the floor. He puts his hand on Peter’s shoulder, 
squeezing it gently. “It’s sort of, uh, complicated. There’s this storm here, right? And I was just 
reading this book one evening and... and this kid came fell onto my porch. He’s just made me... 
happy. He’s a good one. And I shaved. I look beautiful, Steve, let me tell you that-“ 


“Who knew that a kid would turn you soft?” Steve says. He sounds happy, as if this news really did 
make him feel better. “I’m happy that you’re not on your own. It makes me feel good. Relieved.” 


“And what about my beautiful face? You didn’t express your happiness for that gorgeous goatee,” 
Tony adds, smiling when he hears Peter laugh (that beautiful noise). 


“Oh, Tony. It wouldn’t be you without that on your face,” Steve chuckles. “And I bet you look as 
gorgeous as the day you left... maybe with a little bit of grey poking through.” 


Tony gasps. “How dare you?” 
“Don’t be sad, Stark. Everyone loves a silver fox,” Steve laughs. 


Listening to Steve and resuming this back and forth they had, Tony starts to wonder why he ever 
left. He could’ ve gotten better with their help. With their support, he was pretty sure there was 
nothing they couldn’t conquer. 


““’..Well, they better. Since they’Il be seeing my face a lot more soon. Think [Il be coming back 
soon,” Tony says, almost hesitantly. 


“Yeah?” 


“Yeah,” Tony smiles. Checking the time, Tony realises it’s about normal time for him to make 
breakfast for the two of them. “Right, Capsicle. It was nice to talk and all, but I’ve got to run.” 


“Keep that promise of yours, Tony. Stay in touch. I don’t want to wait another four years to hear 
you speak,” he says. “Or... Pll see you in person soon. Hopefully.” 


“See you soon, Cap,” Tony responds. 


And then... the phone line stops. The call ends, and their left in this silence as it beeps. Peter’s 
looking at him. His eyes are wide, and he looks... proud? If that’s the right word to say. Tony 
leans back in his chair, catching a glimpse of the window. There’s a bird sitting on the windowsill, 
and it’s free. It’s out there. It can go anywhere it wants, it’s little wings doing their best to keep it 
up as it circles the area. If it wants to travel a few miles, it can. He wants to feel like that. Not this 
caged animal he is now, forced to live in one place for the rest of his life. 


“Mr Stark?” a little voice says, bringing him back into the room in an instant. 


“Sorry, Pete. I was in a trance there,” Tony laughs. Getting up, he gets out of the chair and offers 
his hand for Peter to take. When he does, Peter climbs the side of the wall they’re nearby. “What 
on earth are you doing?” he questions. 


“IT saw a boardgame we could play!” Peter says with his hands on the wall as he leans back. He’s 
half upside-down, hanging on by only a finger. It’s creepy, but impressive. “And, uh, I wanted to 
ask you something.” 


“What’s that then?” 


“Are you really going back?” Peter questions as he lands on the floor, the Tony Stark monopoly 
premium board game underneath his arm. He sets it down on the vacant chair that Tony was 
previously sat in, as he stands face to face with the billionaire. “I mean- back to the tower and 
everything? People will ask a lot of questions, you know?” 


“T’m used to questions, kid. People have asked me every question underneath the sun. I can’t say 
that I'll be prepared for these ones though. It’s been a long time, so I’m probably rusty. I’m not 
sure if Pll go back though. It’s not a real decision ve made yet,” Tony tells him. 


They walk down the corridor towards the kitchen, and Peter takes the nearest stool as Tony starts 
their breakfast. It’s the usual fried egg and bacon they’ ve had every day for the last two weeks that 
Peter’s been here (it feels longer than that), but it’s still so good that Peter looks forward to it every 
morning. Tony’s just a good chef. He must’ ve practised a lot over the years. 


Peter’s tapping his fingers against the tabletop gently. “So... there’s a chance you will return 
then?” 


“Yeah, kid. There is. What do you think of that?” 


“Well, uh- I don’t want to push you any which way- or anything- but-,” Peter rants. He sighs, biting 
his lip hard. He’s debating saying something. Tony can tell. So, as they make eye-contact, he tries 
to show to Peter that he can say anything around him. “I'd like that. A lot. We- we could stay in 
contact. I don’t know, I just don’t want to not hang around you anymore. You’re still my idol, Mr 
Stark... and meeting you has just made that feeling better.” 


Tony smiles softly. Looking fondly at Peter, it’s as if his little speech made up his mind. 
Monitoring the eggs on top of the frying pan, he watches Peter fondly as he tries to come up with 
something to say. “I might then, kid. You could be an intern at Stark Industries if Pep still does that 
sort of thing. You’ ll get the highest salary.” 


“T don’t need a-,” 


“T know, Pete,” Tony interrupts. “Of course. I should know. I don’t think there’s one universe 
where you’d accept money off the bat, Parker. You’re a great kiddo, you know?” 


“Thank you, Mr Stark.” 


As they eat in silence, the eggs and bacon with the right number of spices (albeit, not a lot of them) 
taste just as good as the day before (and the day before that). Peter eats his three portions, 
something Tony’s made him do since they found out about the heightened appetite/metabolism. It 
gives him the right amount of energy, something he hasn’t felt since the bite a few months ago. He 
feels good... even if he’s constantly missing his old family and friends (as well as having 
nightmares about losing his uncle). 


Meanwhile, somewhere else. 


May and Ned have always got along. But Peter was their middle ground. Losing him... it hasn’t 
made anything awkward amongst them. In fact, they’ve grown closer. They’ ve united under the 
idea that they’re going to find Peter. 


They make posters, they go searching... they do everything they can get their kid/best friend back. 
But it turns out that it’s not enough. They can’t find him anywhere. It’s like he’s a ghost, destined 
to be lost forever. And they’re both exhausted. Ned wonders if it’s time to mourn, but May is 
stubborn. She says it’s impossible that he’s dead, since he’s her little boy and he’s not supposed to 
go before her. 


They cry together one night as they go through his stuff... and none of it’s enough to stay steady. 
They break. 


“T miss you, Pete,” Ned whispers one night to the unopened LEGO death star they were supposed 
to build together. “I miss you a lot. Please come back.” And even if it might feel crazy, Ned 
wonders if Peter can hear him. Because as he speaks, a spot of thunder booms through the room. 
It’s a coincidence... sure... but maybe it’s a sign? Ned wonders if he should take it as one. 


Back in the cottage. 


They go out, shovel some snow, and more grass pops up. They make another snowman that joins 
their collection (they made one every other week). Peter calls him ‘Ned’, an honour his friend 
won’t know anything about... and a reference Tony now knows. Peter has talked his ear off about 
his whole life, and Ned’s a big part of it. Tony’s said he’ ll greet his friend one day, after all... 
they’re both big fans. And he still wears the scarf that Tony gave him on their first day out in the 
snow. It’s basically his... at this point. 


“Hey, uh, Mr Stark?” Peter asks, as they shake all the snow off. They dry off in the living room, 
covered in layers of blankets, and Peter has that face on which means he’s going to talk about 
something that makes him emotional. 


Tony turns around, snow dropping around him as he does. He shrugs the thin jacket off him and 
throws it behind them as it comes off. He doesn’t care if it makes a mess. “Yeah, kid?” 


“You... you called Steve this morning?” he questions. 
“Yes?” 
“Does that mean I can call someone?” 


Tony’s already bit the bullet in that sense. He knows that more outgoing calls means there’s a 
bigger risk of someone else finding him here. Fury, maybe. If he’s not careful. But he can’t just say 
‘no’. The kid obviously wants to call his aunt. He’d be a villain. So, even if he’s terrified of losing 
this constant feeling of happiness with Peter, he lets him. He hands him the phone. 


Peter takes the mobile. He slips into a spare room. The room is barren. It’s completely empty apart 


from the light bulb at the top. It was probably meant to be a bedroom. But here? Here it’s nothing. 
Peter sits on the floor, hands hovering over the keyboard. What if May’s mad? She probably thinks 
he’s dead... He hates that he’s just added to her grief. 


He puts her number in, a number he’s memorised, before he chickens out. It rings. And rings. She 
doesn’t pick up. So, he tries again. He tries three times before he hears a familiar voice. 


“Who are you and why are you calling me so much?” She spits, and Peter can hear that fire behind 
her voice which she’s had all her life (or since he’s been in it). 


“)..M-May?” 


Peter hears a bang. He’s pretty sure that she’s dropped the phone. It only takes a few seconds for 
him to hear her worried voice again. “Peter? Peter, honey? Is that really you?” 


“T-It is,” he stutters, scared out of his mind. “I’m so- so sorry, May. I’m sorry,” he tells her. He 
feels the first tear (presumably the first of many) against his lip. “I was there. May, I was there. I 
saw him- and I swear I tried so hard to save him, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t- and I was so scared- 
and- and I just ran. I’m sorry.” 


“Honey, honey- honey, it’s okay,” she says, trying to stop him from ranting for too long... 
otherwise he’d go on for hours. “Where are you, baby? Are you okay? I’ve been so worried about 
you, honey. I-I knew you'd still be out there. I never gave up on you. I promise, Pete. I love you so 
much. And it wasn’t your fault. Ben wasn’t your fault. I need you to know that.” 


“T-I do know,” Peter cries. He’s practically sobbing now, barely managing to keep hold of the 
phone as his hand is shaking violently. He puts it on speaker, so that he can pull his knees up to his 
chest. “I know, May. But I miss him. I-I miss him so much, May. I miss you. Pll be able to come 
home soon.” 


“Where are you, baby?” May repeats. “I need to know where you are. Please.” 


“T’m in this village. I don’t even know the name, May. But- but there’s this huge storm here and 
I’m stuck until it clears. ’m with this man named Tony. He’s kept me alive until it’s safe for me to 
leave. Trust me, May. He’s really nice. I’m safe. ’ ve been safe since the moment he found me,” he 
tells her, voice sounding just as vulnerable as he feels. “It should clear soon, and I'll come home. 
I'll be right where I belong. I love you.” 


May’s crying too, Peter can hear it. “I love you too, Peter. I love you more than anything. Thank 
this Tony for me, honey. Tell him that I'll cook him some dinner if he’d like to come over.” 


“T-I don’t think he’ II want that,” He laughs wetly. 
May chuckles. “No, I don’t think he will,” she smiles. 


They talk on the phone for hours. Peter cries so much that it hurts. They catch up on everything. 
May tells him about what happened with Ben’s funeral, and Peter must take a break when he 
realises that he missed Ben’s burial. He missed his last chance to say goodbye... to show the world 
that Ben Parker was one the best people in it. He missed everything, and now he just has to go back 
and live normally. How is that even possible? 


May tells Peter how much Ned fought for him. Peter thinks back to his first few nights in the 
cottage. Looking out into the stars, at the moon, Peter thinks it was the only thing that kept him 
going. Knowing his best friend was probably doing the same (they’d map the stars after every 
sleepover... it was just their thing) ... it helped. Not enough to stop him from crying. 


“Honey, I’ve got to get to work now. P-Promise me that you’ll call me every day. I need you to 
update me when you think you can get home. I need you back here, baby. You’ ve all I got left,” 
she says, sounding just as exhausted as Peter feels. 


“T will, May. I larb you, and I always will,” he tells her (no, he promises). 


When the call drops, Peter collapses into himself. He lies down on the floor, sobbing harshly 
against the carpet. He can’t breathe, but he also can’t stop himself. His vision is blurry from the 
tears now, so he doesn’t notice that Tony walks into the room. 


When Tony picks him up, putting him in his arms, Peter feels himself breathe again. But it doesn’t 
stop the feeling of panic. He rests his head against Tony’s arc reactor. The light has become this 
security for the teenager, something that’ll always make him feel better. Knowing it was created by 
Tony’s hands, by Tony, it easily makes him feel at ease. Peter wonders if it always will. 


“Tony, Tony, Tony,” Peter mutters, calling the man by his name for his first time. “It hurts.” 


“T know, bambino. I know,” Tony whispers. He tangles his hand in Peter’s hair, moving around so 
that they’re comfortable. “Shhh, it’s okay. Breathe for me, Pete. Breathe. It’s all going to be okay. 
I’m here, aren’t I? I’m here for you,” he tells him. “You’re such a strong kid, Parker.” 


“Tony, thank you,” Peter whispers. He shuts his eyes as he waits out the crying. He eventually 
feels his body relax, and it’s only then that he realises Tony is running his hands through his hair. 
Ben used to do that. 


“How are you feeling, bubba?” Tony asks him, humming a soft tune that sounds familiar to the soft 
song Tony listens to when he falls asleep. Peter realises he’s trying to make him feel safe. He’s 
doing everything he can (it makes Peter’s heart swell). 


“Better,” Peter admits. “Because of you.” 


“You’re the one that did all that work,” Tony chuckles. He sits Peter up, so he’s not laid on the 
floor (and Tony’s chest). “I’m... proud of you. I know we only met two weeks ago, but you’ ve 
already matured so much here. I’m going to miss you.” 


“But it’s not goodbye,” Peter says. “We’ll see each other again, won’t we? We will. I can’t live 
without you now. I guess that’s a bit much to say to someone who I’ve known for this small 
period,” he adds. 


“Yeah, bubba. I know,” Tony smiles. “It’s never going to be a goodbye for now, I think. I care 
about you, kid. And I will do anything for those I care for.” 


Peter grins. But as he goes to reply, he yawns. It’s a massive yawn. And he looks so tired. Tony 
realises he should probably get him to bed. So, before he could contest it, he picks Pete up and 
walks him into his bedroom. He plops him down on the bed, tucking him in as Peter watches him 
with that confused (funny) look. 


“Mr Stark!” 


“It’s bedtime, bud,” Tony laughs. He leans over, ruffling the teen’s hair. He walks over to the door, 
flipping the light switch off. “Come and get me if you have any nightmares, bub. I’d like to know.” 
He catches the boy’s eye in the dark light, gently grinning. “...I l-lov- Thanks for everything, 
Parker. [Il see you in the morning.” 


“See you in the morning, Mr Stark!” 


Tony walks out of the room and heads to his own master bedroom. Sitting by the window, he looks 
out at the night sky... just how he was that same morning. The sky is clear of the clouds that have 
been here for so long... and it means this is all coming to an end. The storm’s done... which means 
the kid is going... and that he might return to the land of the living once more. 


He grabs a box that has been underneath his bed for so long. Blowing the dust off the top, he grabs 
a framed photo. He presses a kiss to his hand, putting it against the glass front. It’s a picture of 
Pepper and him at a gala. She looks gorgeous, he looks... terrified and alone. How didn’t anyone 
know? 


“T’Il see you soon,” he whispers. 


Come Fly With Me 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


When Tony wakes up, he smells something wafting in from the kitchen. Alarmed, he springs out of 
his silk sheets and runs as fast as he can until he’s standing in the open room. He doesn’t see an 
intruder. He doesn’t see a fire. All he does see is Peter Parker standing in front of the hob, trying 
his best to copy the breakfast Tony makes every morning. 


His whole demeanour changes. Rigid shoulders slowly slump into relaxed ones, and a tight frown 
turns up into a fond smile. He walks over to where Peter is, laughing underneath his breath as he 
catches the sudden look of panic in the boy’s eyes. 


“Mr Stark!” Peter exclaims. His hands fly from the frying pan handle as if it was a hot flame. He 

twists around so quickly that he stumbles, falling right into Tony. Neither of them falls (thanks to 
Peter’s super strength) but that doesn’t stop the boy from letting out a string of rushed apologises. 
“Oh, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to hit you! Uh- why are you up?” 


Tony’s eyes flicker to the old clock. It’s 9am! How on earth did he stay in bed for this long without 
naturally waking up? In fact, he thinks he hasn’t had a lie in like this since the moment he first 
walked through the front door four years ago. Does that mean he suddenly feels relaxed? Or is he 
just getting old? 


“T’m always up early,” Tony replies. 
“Not today,” Peter mumbles. 


“No, not today,” Tony laughs. He looks at Peter, tilting his head. The boy’s already dressed; his 
hair is styled in a similar way to how Tony does it (he must’ ve stolen the billionaire’s small 
selection of products). “... Why are you up? You’re always in bed at this time of the morning.” 


“T wanted to make you breakfast in bed,” Peter sighs. He moves out of the way to show Tony his 
progress. When they both look down, Tony hears Peter gasp. “Oh no!” He exclaims. “It’s burnt!” 


And when Tony gets a good look, he realises that the four slices of bacon he’s put down has turned 
into the same colour of the pan. Black. Peter turns the heat off frantically, trying his best to salvage 
his cooking. It doesn’t work. 


Tony’s about to laugh... until he sees how upset the boy actually looks. Instead, the man simply 
puts his arm around Peter’s shoulder and uses his other hand to ruffle his hair. “You did a good job, 
buddy. It’s the thought that counts.” 


“Yeah, I know...” Peter frowns. “But I just wanted to make you something as a thanks. Since you 
always do so much for me. I was going to give you your breakfast... and then I was going to go 
outside and clear the path all by myself so you could just relax. But I couldn’t even do that!” 


“Peter,” Tony smiles. “I’m fine, okay? You don’t have to do anything for me. You’ ve already done 
so much.” He lets go of the boy. Walking him over to the sofa, his eyes wander to the light that’s 
peeking through the door of the hallway. “How about we go down to my lab today? You still 
haven’t seen all my suits since you discovered them.” 


The frying pan and bacon disaster is long forgotten as Peter’s eyes light up with that childlike glee. 


Without missing a beat, he grabs Tony’s hand and pulls him down to his own lab. He’s practically 
bouncing with excitement as he does, as if there’s nothing else that he’d rather do. It makes Tony 
feel this sense of pride. He was the reason why Peter was smiling like this. His work. It’s a feeling 
he’s not sure if he wants to ever lose. 


Peter walks into the lab as if it’s an exhibit, as if every single piece of tech is famous art that he has 
the honour of looking at. DUM-E beeps as they walk in like a loyal lapdog that misses its owner. 
Tony responds by introducing him to Peter, laughing when the boy talks back. Even with 
inanimate objects like his first robot, he was kind. It’s a trait that Tony’s in awe of, and he thinks 
(knows) that he always will be. 


Tony sinks back into one of his seats as Peter watches what DUM-E can do. The kid is astonished 
with every movement. He’s smart too. In fact, he’s working with the robot and doing things only 
Tony should know how to do. It’s incredible. The potential Peter has pent up in his body... it 
makes Tony excited with all the possibilities his future might hold. 


With Peter distracted with DUM-E, Tony thinks to get up and check on one of his suits. The 
reflection in his helmet forces him to look at himself. He doesn’t look as dishevelled as he used to 
be. He never knew how much a good shave would make him feel. As he stares at himself, he 
wonders. What would the repercussions be if he got into one these again? He’d be fine. Peter 
would be too. It’s not like anyone in this small village would see it... so, why not? 


“Hey, Pete,” Tony calls. Peter’s head looks up from where he’s assembling a mini robot with 
random materials he can find. There’s mess all over the floor, something that Tony can only see 
from the reflective surface of his helmet. “Wanna go for a fly?” 


Peter lets out a little noise of shock. His eyes open even wider (if possible) and his mouth makes 
the same shape. “Seriously? But- But I thought you didn’t want to be Iron Man again...” 


“Tt’s just one flight, kid,” Tony shrugs. He turns around, looking Peter in the eye. Getting in that 
suit again... he’s had nightmares about it. But the young boy’s glee is more than worth it. “And 
you can’t stop looking at it, can you? I can tell. If I wasn’t here, ’m sure you’d hack it with your 
freaky brain. Might as well cut out the middle and just take you out there.” 


“That’s awesome, Mr Stark. Thank you so much. Can we go now? Or, uh, later if you’re still a bit 
tired... since you’ve barely woke up and all,” Peter tells him. He gets up from the floor (leaving 
behind what he was working with). His eyes are enthralled with fire, the warmth and want to 
discover more than he knows now so potent in his young eyes. 


Tony laughs. “Yes, kid. We can go now. Or whenever you want.” 


Peter sits on the edge of his table, his legs flying back and forth like a child as Tony steps into the 
suit after speaking with Friday. Friday, even with her limited sense of human behaviour, almost 
sounds surprised when Tony activates everything. Surprised yet excited... if even possible. 


Tony returns to the suit as if he was born for it, as if he could do it in his sleep. He hasn’t done this 
in four years, but it’s like he did it a day ago. As soon as he’s in there, the interface swimming 
across his eyesight, he’s transported back to New York. He’s in the middle of the city, his suit 
flying up and up and.... and he’s right there amongst the stars. And there’s nothing he might do 
that’ ll help him. 


His heart tumbles in his stomach, fluttering so fast that it might as well stop. Placing a hand over it, 
he falls to his knees. The mechanical suit makes a sound as it touches the tiles. He’s holding 
himself there with one hand, knowing Peter’s watching. He has a shortness of breath, a dry mouth, 


and knows these feelings will remain if he doesn’t just get a grip of himself. His brain yells at him. 
It yearns for him to be normal here. But, alas, he can’t move. He can’t do anything but stay there. 
It’s minutes before he hears anyone speak again. 


“Mr Stark? Mr Stark, are you okay?” Peter begs, hands on either side of the man’s shoulders. The 
suit’s more bulky than Tony usually is, so it’s hard to get a grip of everything. “I’m sorry that I- I 
didn’t want to force you into this if you were not ready! I promise. Look- we can just go out and 
play in the snow like we usually do-,” 


Tony takes a deep breath. His blurry vision slows, and Peter’s worried look finally comes into 
view. “Sorry, kid. It just took me a second there to get my bearings. I’m fine.” When Peter tilts his 
head, as if he’s ready to contest what he’s saying, he has to speak quickly to ensure the boy 
otherwise. “I promise, Pete. I’m ready now. Let’s go.” 


“But-,” 


“Let’s go, Peter,” Tony says quickly, wincing underneath the helmet when he sounds a bit too 
harsh on the kid. He’s only trying to help, he realises. But he doesn’t apologise, he just holds the 
boy underneath his armpits and flies. 


Peter screams (not in agony, but in excitement) as the ceiling (and, subsequently, the following 
ceilings after that) opens up and allows the suit to go through. And before he knows it, they’re up 
amongst the clouds. But not too far... since Peter wouldn’t be able to breathe- and that wouldn’t be 
ideal. 


“Mr Stark, this is the coolest day of my life!’ Peter screams amongst the wind as Tony whips 
around in circles, flying up and down and performing tricks like a trained animal. “Woaaaah, I 
could do this all day!” 


Just like Steve used to say, Tony thinks. They’re quite similar at times. Stubborn, of course, but 
powerful and kind at the same time. A friend. One he never thought he’d need, but one he’d always 
love until the day he goes. And a friend that’ Il always be there for him. 


Tony grips a little tighter as he flies upside down, terrified that he’ ll accidentally let go and Peter 
will fall. He knows he’l!l never feel again if he loses this boy. But Peter sounds so, so, happy that he 
loses himself in the moment. He flies and escapes everything that’s happened in the past and brings 
Peter along with him. Because he’s the one that has changed his life, and he thinks the kid will be 
beside him every step of the way (if he’s lucky, because he knows a lot of people will want to 

work alongside this kid with his future. He’ll be over the moon if Peter even comes to visit). 


Flying to a higher point that’s near the cottage, on-top of a mountain like structure, Tony sets Peter 
beside him. The faceplate of the suit flies up, and his breath hitches at the beauty of the view. He 
hasn’t seen sights like this in so long. 


The city skyline in the back is barely noticeable, only lights in people’s flats show it off. Tony 
remembers what it was like to be amongst the ‘hustle and bustle’ of the city. He was the biggest 
socialite. The biggest bachelor (before Pepper). And then overnight, it changed. He thought he’d 
love it in this cottage... but now he knows he’s meant to be out there. He’s not meant to live as a 
recluse. He never has been. 


Peter sits down cross-legged on the snow-covered grass. He stares at the buildings. “I live near 
there,” he says. He looks down to the floor, “I miss it. But... but, Mr Stark, I love being here. With 
you. I don’t know if I’m reading for ‘normal’ again.” 


Tony steps out of the suit, making sure it’s steady. He doesn’t want to lose it because it might crash 
at the bottom of a small mountain (he’s not sure if this even constitutes as a mountain. Maybe it’s 
just a small hill). Sitting next to Peter, he scoots over so that they’re shoulder to shoulder. “You 
can’t stay here forever, bud.” 


Peter looks over, “Why not?” he asks. “May could move in if she’d like. You’d love her, Mr Stark, 
I promise. We could just live here. Us three. A-And I’d never have to say goodbye to you.” 


“Sweetheart,” Tony smiles, surprising himself with how easy the endearment slips out of his 
mouth. “It’s not that I wouldn’t like that. Trust me, I would. But it’s not a life worthy enough for 
someone like you. I wouldn’t want you to become this lonely old man living amongst rabbits and 
small village shops. It’s not built for someone who’s destined for greatness. And you are, Pete.” 


“... You’re not an old man,” Peter mumbles. 


“And that wasn’t the point of what I just said,” Tony chuckles. He nudges Peter playfully as the 
boy keeps a frown on his face. “Come on, bud. Don’t look so blue. Even if we won’t stay here 
forever, it doesn’t mean I'll never come and visit.” 


“Do you promise?” 


“T promise,” Tony grins. “And I’ve never been so sure of a promise in my life, Parker.” When they 
make eye contact, he makes a serious (yet just as playful) face which makes the teen chuckle. 
“Come on, you thought that you could get rid of me so easily? I’ve got a flying suit, Pete, you’re 
not going anywhere.” Peter looks down at his feet again, still looking as sad. It makes Tony 
worried. “Hey, bud?” he asks, “What’s up?” 


“T just... I’m scared. The storm is going to go soon. I can see it happening,” he sighs. “And that 
means this little bubble we’ re in... it’s just gone. Like that.” Peter plays with the end of his shirt, 
it’s a little habit that Tony’s seen him do since the first time they met. Whenever he’s anxious, he’ Il 
fidget with whatever he finds. “And I have to face everything that happened when I left. P'll have to 
face everyone that thought I was dead. I just don’t know how I’m going to deal with it.” 


“It’s normal to be scared when we face something we don’t know,” Tony tells him. “I mean- I 
think I must face that every morning I wake up. Even when it was just me. Fear is something we 
should embrace at times, Pete. It makes us feel, when sometimes without it... we’re just numb.” 
He pauses, looking over at the view. The sun’s in his eyes, but he doesn’t move. He stays still, 
knowing he’s just as scared. How can he reassure Peter when he’s feeling the exact feelings he is? 
“Truthfully, kid? I don’t know what it’s going to be like. I don’t know how you’re going to get 
through it. All I know is... Pll be there with you when you do it.” 


Peter smiles, “Thank you, Mr Stark.” 


“Right, kiddo, lets get back in the sky. We’re not quite finished having fun yet,” he grins. He 
returns to the suit, laughing when Peter’s stood there with his arms spread out. He grips Peter from 
underneath his arms, setting off immediately. 


Tony flies around in circles for hours, but Peter still doesn’t get tired of it. Tony’s sure that his 
angelic giggle can be heard from states away. But people should be honoured to hear it. 


Meanwhile... 


Ned’s sat in the cafeteria during lunch. He sits alone. Just his backpack and his lunch tray join him 
in the big, open, room. He feels like a travesty, almost like a tragic Shakespeare show that 


everyone’s watching. Picking at the unappealing food, he’s interrupted by a big vibration from his 
pocket. Getting his phone out from his pocket, he reads the headline and gasps. 


IRON MAN SPOTTED AFTER FOUR YEARS! SUPERHERO SEEN IN LOCAL 
VILLAGE CARRYING YOUNG BOY AROUND? DID TONY STARK’S BODYGUARD 
DECIDE TO SETTLE DOWN WITH A HIDDEN FAMILY? FIND OUT HERE! 


After a long, and gruelling, four years without our favourite hero... there’s been a rare spotting. 


What’s your point of view on this situation? Do you think this is the real hero, or have we all just 
been going bonkers for a knock-off? 


Tron Man was last seen during the battle of New York in 2012. After saving the city by flying that 
nuclear weapon up into a wormhole, the hero hung up his boots and left the Avengers behind. 
Rumours of death or an early (we think, considering nobody knows who’s behind the mask) 
retirement have circled the internet ever since... but, after today, we’ve been blessed with the truth. 
Tron Man’s still out here! 


As Tony Stark’s bodyguard, we’ve all wondered if the disappearance of the billionaire had 
anything to do with Iron Man’s. Some have prophesied that the man is behind the suit... but some 
simply say it’s a huge coincidence. We contacted both Stark Industries and the Avengers for a 
comment... they both declined to say a word. 


Can we expect an Avengers reunion soon... or will the suit simply become an entertainment piece ? 
Hopefully we’ll find out soon!. 


Ned reads it, turning to his side to show Peter. But... he’s not there. He hasn’t been for a while. 
Ned re-reads the article, fascinated that the unknown hero is back. What a lucky kid, he thinks. He 
wishes he was a metal man’s kid. He zooms in on the photo, jaw dropping when it shows a clear 
(ish) photo of the boy’s face. It’s blurred (so... not so clear after all) but he could recognise his best 
friend anywhere. He’s not one hundred percent sure of it, but he swears that’s Peter there. 


When he gets home, he messages May. He had her number in case of emergencies... and he’s sure 
this constitutes as one. 


Ned Leeds [3:56PM]: Hey, May! Just seen some crazy story on the news. When Peter called 
you... did he happen to mention he was besties with IRON MAN! Also, any updates on when he’Il 
be back? © It’s so lonely without him. 


He feels a little awkward messaging his best friend’s aunt, but he needs to know everything! He 
wants Peter back. 


May Parker [5:02PM] Hey, Ned. I’m just as confused as you are with the whole superhero thing. 
But he should be back very soon. That’s what he said anyway! I know you must be scared of life 
without him, as am I, so it’s nice to know he’ll be back. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask. 


Ned smiles down at his phone. He looks to his side where the wrapped Lego set is and is so 

excited that he’ ll finally be able to open it. He’s been waiting for his best friend to come back, even 
when they thought he might be dead. He would’ ve waited forever and ever. How could he make 
something they both loved if he was gone? He’s just glad that never happened. He can’t wait for 
him to come back. 


The footage of the two boys flying around the village is plastered on every single news site. Tony’s 
worst nightmare might be coming true. People know he’s out there again. And they’ve seen the 


surrounding village. They might be coming this way as the footage rolls, and neither of them had a 
clue (since the TV was off, and they were still flying like nothing was happening). 


The Avengers tower 


“Have you seen it?” Natasha asks, putting the news on in the conference room. She’s got her hand 
up to where the suit’s flying. “It’s Tony. This isn’t some knock off suit we’ve seen in a while. This 
is him.” 


Everyone looks shocked. Everyone except Steve. 


“Steve?” Clint asks, “How come you don’t look happy? I know you two butted heads sometimes, 
but...” 


“He called me last week,” Steve admits. “Said that he was thinking of coming back, and that a kid 
changed his mind. I didn’t say anything as I wasn’t sure if he was okay with doing it. I didn’t want 
to put anyone’s hopes up.” He bites his lip, reading for some backlash. But it doesn’t come. 


“T would’ ve done the same!” Thor beams, “What an honorary warrior you are, Captain! It must’ ve 
been hard to keep that to yourself, but you prevailed. I am sure the Man of Iron would be incredibly 
thankful.” 


“Thanks, buddy,” Steve chuckles. He looks around, “He’s really coming back...” he says, but it’s 
mainly said to himself under the disbelief of the situation. “Wow,” he breathes, “I can’t wait.” 


“What am I going to do?” Bucky whispers, “How-* 


Steve makes eye contact with (well, what was his relationship with Bucky? He didn’t even know) 
his ‘best friend’, sighing. Knowing that he was behind Tony’s parents murder... and that the 
billionaire didn’t have a clue about it, it was scary. And Bucky looked terrified by the prospect of 
keeping it from it, or even telling him. “We’ll figure that out when it comes to it, Buck. Please 
don’t worry about it.” 


“I’m not sure if he wants to be Iron Man, but I think the lonely lifestyle finally got to him,” Steve 
explains. “He sounded... numb on the phone. It worried me.” 


“We'll help him,” Bruce smiles, “That’s what we do, isn’t it?” 


“Tt is,” Natasha agrees, her eyes setting back on the footage. “You guys are my family. All of us 
Avengers are. With Tony gone, be it as Iron Man or just as himself, it’s like I was missing a bit of 
my heart. It’ll be nice to see him back.” 


“When did you get so soft, Tash?” Clint teases. 


“T’m not soft,” Natasha says, glaring over at the over shield spy. “You say something like that 
again... I dare you. I won’t go easy on you, Barton,” she threatens, her hand hovering over the 
man’s neck. 


“T thought you said that we were family!” Clint shouts, laughing as he tries to run away from her. 
“Doesn’t mean I can’t beat your ass!” she calls after him, laughing when she sees Steve groan. 
Back at the cottage 


By the evening, as Peter reads some of Tony’s old books, the man steps outside and looks around. 


It’s clear that the storms no more. It’s time for the kid to return home. He doesn’t want to shove 
Peter on some bus and hope he makes it there alright. No, he thinks he’d rather fly Peter home, so 
he knows that the boy’s safe. He’s staring up at the stars, something they’ve done a lot in the 
evenings to fall asleep and breathing slowly to calm himself down. 


Listening to the surroundings, he hears familiar sounds of the birds that live around here. He listens 
to the slight sound of people driving through the village. Not many people do, except from 
commuters that only pass through. They never stay. After a while, the sound of the door opening is 
added to the list of things he can hear. 


“Hey,” Peter whispers, walking beside him with a half-opened book in his hand. He sits down on 
the stairs, where Tony’s been for about twenty minutes, and immediately turns his head up to also 
look at the night sky. “They look pretty tonight.” 


“Mhm,” Tony hums, agreeing. “Look- Pete.” 
“T have to go tomorrow, don’t I?” Peter says. The look he gives Tony breaks the man’s heart. 
“Yeah, buddy. It’s time. I’m sorry.” 


“It’s okay.” He puts his book down, staring off into the distance for a while. He speaks again after 
some silence, “I guess- uh- Il go to bed then. I think I’ve heard the coach coming in early. So-,” 


“Tl fly you,” Tony interrupts. “We’ II take the suit back.” 


“Really?” Peter gasps, suddenly picking up from the slump he was clearly in. His whole body re- 
animates and Tony loves that only the thought of using the suit makes him so happy. Imagine how 
he’ Il look when Tony announces he’s made Peter his own one (well... not the Iron Man suit, but 
Peter’s own ‘Spider-man’ one). “Oh, wow! That’ll be so cool! And, uh, good of you. Thank you. 
Again.” 


“Always, Parker,” Tony tells him. “I’d do anything for those I care for.” 


But, alas, Tony’s wish to fly Peter home will never come true. Because the moment Iron Man 
flagged up on shield’s services, Nick Fury got his team to figure out where Tony Stark secluded 
himself. Letting him do what he wanted was over. Things were coming. Fury knew it, he knew 
everything that was out there. 


“We need him back,” Fury tells his crew, seconds after they’ ve located where the cottage is. 
“Now,” 


“But sir-“‘ 


“No but’s,” Fury interrupts. “Something’s coming. Something big. We need all the firepower we 
can get, or we lose. I don’t give a shit if Stark doesn’t want to come. He is.” 


The team’s silent. Until someone else speaks up. “Sir, ve also picked up that the child in the 
video is noted as missing child Peter Parker. Our databases say that he’s been short listed as 
someone we believe is Spider-man.” 


“What? That fourteen-year-old boy?” 
“Yes, sir.” 


“Well... get him too. But we’ll have to separate them. If Stark’s that close to a kid, he’ll be 


incredibly stubborn and refuse to let us put him on the team. We don’t need that. That’s if we’re 
right in thinking the kid’s Spider-man,” Fury says, staring at the footage. 


“Yes, sir,” the worker repeats. 
“We'll go tomorrow,” Fury announces. 


On the other side of the city, both Peter and Tony sit on the sofa and watch a film. They both think 
Tony’s going to fly him over tomorrow... but little do they know how their next morning will go. 
Something very different to what they might expect... 


Chapter End Notes 


I’ve decided to try and start posting on tumblr btw even though i have no idea how 
to use it 


https://www.tumblr.com/blog/view/themishamigo This is mine! 


A Warm (?) Welcome 


Much like the night before, Tony wakes up to a loud noise. There’s no smell of strong ambition or 
bacon, no... all he can hear is loud shouts and things breaking. There’s a moment where he’s 
paralysed. He’s scared that he’s not strong enough to face all of this and has a moment where he 
thinks he should’ve never gone out in that stupid suit. People are breaking in. They’re going to see 
him and ask questions. They’re going to take Peter. He needs to stop them. 


Sitting up, he has his hand out in preparation for to call a suit. Running into his living room, his 
jaw drops. He expected to see someone in a ski mask, someone unprepared to take over his home. 
But what he sees instead is Nick Fury and his team of invasive shield agents. People he hasn’t seen 
in ages... ones he never wanted to know again. He’s stood by Peter’s blanket (which is now draped 
over the floor), looking down at it with a sort of grin (Tony’s never been able to understand his 
face... so, he’s not sure). 


“How domestic. It suits you, Stark,” Fury says, a sort of spite sounding loud and clear to Tony’s 
ears. How he acts the same after a long four years... Tony doesn’t know. When the billionaire 
doesn’t say another word, the director sighs. “Look, Tony, we need you.” 


Tony doesn’t know what to say. How can he? He looks behind him, frozen, as shield agents storm 
down to Peter’s room. Shit, Tony thinks. He needs to save him. He can’t let Peter be brought into 
all of this like he was. He’d be damned if he’d allow this innocent boy to be plagued with 
nightmares for the rest of his life. “Leave him alone, Fury,” he says. “And I'll go with you 
willingly.” 


“This isn’t an ambush, Tony. I’m not the villain here,” Fury tells him, standing there with these 
crossed arms that make him look intimidating. A bit like a villain, he thinks. “But we need that 
kid.... So, I’m afraid I can’t do that.” 


“You’re not having him, Fury. Did you not listen to me?” Tony says, narrowing his eyes. “He’s 
innocent.” 


“Apparently... he’s also Spider-man. But you wouldn’t know who that is, would you?” Fury asks, 
“Since you’ ve been gone for so long. Leaving the rest of the team to save the world.” He stops 
himself, glaring with the one eye that’s visible. Although Tony can feel the warmth of his glare 
from behind the eyepatch. Fury looks at him from the top of his head to the bottom of his shoes... 
Tony doesn’t know how he does it, but he feels analysed. “...hm, or do you? You do!. Oh, this is 
brilliant. You’ ve just confirmed our suspicion of him.” 


“He’s just a kid,” Tony says, almost as if he’s defeated. 


“An enhanced kid who can lift a bus, Stark,” Fury shrugs. “Look... I don’t want to do this. But we 
need him. He’s crucial for what’s coming. And I’m afraid we’ll have to separate you both to do 
this... if you don’t let us recruit him.” 


“T won’t let you do thi-“ 


“Mr Stark! Mr Stark, what’s going on?” They both hear a young voice scream, and suddenly a kid 
runs in with adults following his every move. He jumps up the ceiling like a frightened arachnid, 
trembling in the corner of the ceiling. “Leave us alone!” he screams. “Please!” 


“Fury,” Tony warns him, stepping forward. “I won’t hesitate to blow you all to smithereens for that 


kid- don’t test me.” 


“Now, Stark. Don’t be so harsh to an old friend. This is for the greater good. Your nightmare, that 
one from the wormhole, it’s coming. We need you. We need you both,” he explains. “Peter Parker. 
That’s his name, right?” He asks. He looks over to the kid, turning all of his attention to him. 
“Right?” 


“Y-Yes, sir,” Peter nods. 


“You can be a hero, Pete. But we just need you to co-operate. Please come down here and we’ ll 
talk it out,” Fury tells him, using the depths of his child-sensitivity training to try and coerce Peter 
into doing what he says. 


Slowly, Peter starts to move. Tony doesn’t want it to happen. He wants Peter to stay up there, 
hidden from the arms that want to exploit him. Because as soon as he’s close enough for an agent 
to grab him, they put a needle in his neck. 


“Peter!” Tony screams. 


The billionaire tries to run after him, but he’s detained by two agents he doesn’t recognise. He 
screams out, trying to break free from their grasp. There’s attempt to call his suit, but there’s no 
way of getting it without mortally hurting anyone. Peter’s slowly nodding off, more and more 
people surrounding him in case he lashes out. Tony’s got tears pricking at his eyes. How dare they 
do this. How dare they take this kid and force them apart. It’s not right. It’s not okay. 


“Fury, please,” he begs, like he’s never begged before. Because he hasn’t. Not to Fury, at least. But 
he can’t look at Peter like this. “Please, he’s just an innocent boy. I need him. I can’t,” he gets 
angry, seeing red. “I swear to god! I won’t let you get away with this. You’re a villain, Fury. A 
villain. That’s all you ar-,” 


A matching needle to which was put into Peter’s neck is stabbed into his, immediately knocking 
him out as Peter still manages to keep his head up. And as his vision fades to black, he hears the 
harsh cries of a young, traumatised, teenager. And that’s it. 


A few hours later. 


Peter feels woozy, and he’s not sure where he is. But when he sits up, his head hits the top of 
something... metal-like. He blinks softly to himself. Looking out to gather his surroundings, he 
jumps out of his skin when he realises that he’s in the back of a shady van. And he happens to be 
sat amongst secret agents that tranquilised him. It’s not the best situation to be in. 


After a while of no activity... he tries to move, but realises his hands are in cuffs. He could easily 
get out of them, but he’s unsure if he wants to. He feels numb. 


“Hello, Peter,” pirate man (apparently, he’s the director of shield, if he heard correctly) says from 
across the seats. “It’s nice to see you up and coherent.” 


“Where’s Mr Stark? Why are you kidnapping me?” Peter says, scared and terrified of what’s going 
on. 


“Peter, we haven’t kidnapped you,” Fury chuckles, but it’s too creepy for Peter to listen to. “Would 
you look outside for me please? And then you can tell me about where we are.” 


Peter turns his head slightly, looking outside of the windows. He sees his own apartment building, 
the place he ran from about one month ago. His heart drops in his stomach. He hasn’t seen this in 


so long. It’s as if his body magically leans into the window, and he can’t focus on anything else. 
But Tony... Tony was meant to take him here. 


“Where’s Mr Stark?” he asks again. 


“Relax, Peter. We’ve taken ‘Mr Stark’ back to the Avengers tower. I’ve heard he was so excited to 
reunite with the rest of his team, so we’ ve just past that into motion for him,” Fury explains. “T 
understand that he’ll be very grateful.” 


“You what? Do you not understand anything?! He should’ ve done it on his own terms. He’s going 
to be scared! I-I need to see him- I,” Peter stutters, snapping the cuffs into one in a panic. He goes 
to jump out of the car, but something Fury says stops him. 


“He’s seeing his family for the first time in a long time, kid. Do you really want to tear him away 
from that? In my opinion, Mr Parker, that’s quite selfish of you,” Fury tells him. He doesn’t really 
mean any of it, but he must say anything he can to keep the two of them apart. He can’t have Tony 
being vulnerable at a time like this. 


Peter stops, standing half on the street and the other half in the car. His shoulders slump. It’s true... 
Tony doesn’t really need him, does he? He has this team of people that’ ll be there for him. And 
he’s just this kid from Queens who climbs walls... there’s nothing special about him that’ ll make a 
billionaire in a super suit want to come back for him. 


“I'd go and see your aunt if I was you, kid,” Fury tells him, offering a fake smile. “She’s missed 
you so much.” 


Peter nods, lost in his own thoughts. As he watches the car drive away, he swears he can hear Nick 
Fury mumble ‘sorry kid’... but he must be hearing things. He walks down the busy streets, 
practically flinching every time someone walks a little too close. Then he turns the corner and sees 
a front door. A front door which belongs to the set of apartments his is in. 


Wandering into the lift, he’s tempted to press the emergency stop button. It’s about seven AM in 
the morning... and he knows that May will be leaving for work soon. She always had the same 
shift on Saturdays. And he’s scared to see her. Yet, instead, he keeps going and wanders down the 
hallways like a sleep-deprived zombie (slow... but two times over). 


Peter goes to open the door, but it’s locked. So, he knocks, and nobody answers. He knocks again. 
And with his enhanced hearing he can hear May mumbling curse words underneath her breath. 
“Whoever you a-,” she says as it swings open. “P-Peter?” 


“M-May,” Peter whispers. As if everything’s forgotten, he steps forward as is brought forward into 
a tight embrace. May holds him there, pressing the longest kiss to the side of his head. She keeps 
him there, close enough so that all he can smell is her perfume. 


“Oh god, baby,” May says softly. “You’re here. You’re alive, my darling,” she’s saying, words 
spiralling out of his mouth uncontrollably. She pulls away from the hug, setting the boy back. 
Putting her hands on either side of his shoulders, she stares as if he doesn’t exist. “You look... 
older, sweetheart. More mature, maybe?” she asks. 


“T don’t think ’ ve grown too much,” Peter chuckles. “I- I was only gone for a month.” 


He looks down to the floor, scared to look her in the eye from the guilt in his stomach. He regrets 
running away, even if it meant he met Tony. He should’ ve been here for May when she found out 
her husband died. He’d never hear the sounds of anguish from her mouth, crying and screaming 


when the police knocked on the door. He should’ ve never added to her stress... making her believe 
he was gone too. 


“It was far too long,” May says. 


Peter doesn’t say a word. How can he? He starts crying, all his emotions that’ ve been pent up for 
so long... leaving. He cries on May’s shoulder as she pulls him back into the hug. He’s crying so 
much that he’s gasping for breath. May tries to move him, tries to say anything that’ll help, but 
he’s just... gone. Too far to return. 


When they finally get the tears under control, a shaking Peter is slowly shown into the apartment. 
When he sees a photo of Ben on the wall, his knees give up on him. He’s on the floor before he 
knows anything, cheek rubbing against the fibres. May sounds exhausted as she asks if he’s okay, 
and Peter hates that he’s becoming such a burden for her. He never wanted to be like that. 


She manages to pick him up. Peter’s put up on the couch, a blanket over him as his comfort film 
plays in the background (something May watched five times over during the time he was missing). 
May eventually has to leave for work, after trying her hardest to get someone to cover her, but she 
told him she’s just behind the phone if he needs anything. He’s snuggled into the covers, lost and 
alone. He wonders how Tony’s feeling right now... 


At the tower. 


When Tony wakes up, he’s in a room he hasn’t been in for so long. He yawns, rubbing his eyes. 
Something feels off... Then he finally realises. This isn’t his cottage. They’ ve brought him here. If 
he walks outside this door, he’s going to be face to face with a group of people he abandoned four 
years ago. He’s not ready for this. He looks around the room for any idea where Peter might be... 
but he sees nothing. 


He walks over to the door, putting his head up against it to see if he can hear anything. 


“Pepper, he’s been gone four years! What if he doesn’t want to speak to either of us?” He hears 
Rhodey (oh, Rhodey. He can’t believe the man’s there... just outside the door. His best friend. 
Ever). “He’s probably got some overgrown beard; he might not even be recognisable. I imagine 
he’s going grey too.” 


Tony stops a chuckle. He missed Rhodey’s jokes... and it’s almost like he never left. He decides to 
push the door open first, not wanting to hear Pepper before he sees her. Widening his eyes as he 
makes eye contact with the two people in the room (arguably two of the most important people in 
his life), his mouth feels dry. She looks so beautiful... and Rhodey looks exactly like he did the 
day Tony left. 


“T promised you that I’d come back,” he says, breaking the tension. 


“Oh, Tones,” Rhodey says. “Oh, god, man... it’s so good to see you,” he tells him, wrapping his 
arms around him. They were never big ‘huggers’ in the past, but... but this was a moment where a 
hug was needed. He pulls away. “So? How have you been? How’s life? Life was shit without you, 
buddy, but I got through it. You look good. A bit grey like I thought you’d be, but good.” 


“Slow down,” Tony says, seeing more than one person in a room... it’s a little overwhelming. 
“You know I’ve only seen animals and one kid for the last four years, right?” 


“Yeah, yeah, I know. You were gone far too long,” Rhodey mumbles. He looks between Pepper 
and Tony, noticing that both of them are looking at each other with this ‘lost love’ sort of glare. He 


hums to himself. “So... this isn’t awkward at all, is it?” he says, laughing to himself. Tony stares at 
him as if he’s saying ‘why on earth did you say that? I should’ ve stayed in the cottage’. “Right. 
Tony, man, us two are going to have a proper catch up later... right?” 


Rhodey walks down the hallway, a bit of a spring in his step compared to how he’s been in the 
past. It leaves both Tony and Pepper alone in front of his door. 


“Hi,” they say simultaneously. Followed by a “sorry” that’s also shared as one word. 
“You go first,” Tony says. 
“T don’t know if you know but-,” 


“About your new partner?” Tony mumbles, standing awkwardly. “Yeah, I saw. Uh- 
congratulations...” 


“Thank you,” Pepper sighs, “But that’s not what I meant- I meant the team’s out on a mission now. 
Well, most of them are. They won’t be here until tomorrow... so it gives you time to settle back 
in,” she explains. 


“And what if I want to go back to my cottage?” Tony asks. He bites his lip, as if he’s trying to 
figure out how he’s feeling through her reaction. He’s being short with her, and he knows it. It’s 
not her fault that she had to move on... that’s all on him the moment he left. But he can’t say that it 
doesn’t hurt. 


“T won’t stop you.” 
“You won't?” 


“Well, how can I?” Pepper says. “You won’t listen to me, Tony. You never did... even back then. 
We’re not together anymore. I can’t beg you to come back. I can’t say ‘I love you’ and then 
everything will be fine. It doesn’t work like that.” 


“Do you?” 

“Do I what?” Pepper sighs, as if she wasn’t expecting that response from him. 

“Do you love me?” he asks. “Because, Pep, I never stopped. I love you more than anything.” 
“Tony...” 


“Sorry. I- that was inappropriate. I shouldn’t have said that.” Tony spirals, backing up to this door. 
When his back hits the wood, he winces. The door handle is edging into his back, but he doesn’t 
dare to turn around. Just in case she says, ‘I love you too’. But she doesn’t. 


“T have to go... but it’s good to have you back, Tony,” she says, before turning and walking down 
the road with her heels tapping against the tiled floors. She doesn’t even look back. 


“Ts it?” Tony mumbles to himself. 


Pushing his way into his old bedroom he spent hardly any time in, the billionaire slams the door 
behind him as if was a stroppy teenager. He clenches the duvet with his right hand, squeezing his 
eyes shut to try and avoid some sort of panic he couldn’t control. If Peter just left him alone... if he 
refused to open his heart, none of this would’ ve ever happened. It’s not right to blame Peter, is it? 
It’s not his fault that he made Tony feel so vulnerable. But as he imagines the peaceful life he had 


before everything happened.... And he knows that he’d easily consider turning back time if that 
was an option. 


He must’ ve laid there for hours, but there was nothing inside of him that was ready to care about it. 
He hears a knock on the door... but he doesn’t go and open it. It opens anyway, so he assumes it’s 
someone else wanting to stare at the circus act. He smells something familiar, something that 
brings a smile on his face. Rhodey’s famous coffee... 


“Hey, man,” Rhodey smiles, sitting on the side of the bed. He pulls Tony by the legs to make him 
sit up (and he’s the only one in the world that could do that without getting a punch to the face). 
“You’re being grumpy. I haven’t seen my best friend in four years, and he doesn’t even want to 
spend time with me.” 


“T’m not grumpy,” Tony says, rolling his eyes. He goes to grab the mug from Rhodey’s hands, but 
the man moves it away before he has a chance. “That’s evil. You can’t do that to me.” 


“Oh, I can,” Rhodey says, sounding wickedly evil. Since when was he like this? It’s total tyranny, 
in Tony’s opinion. “And I will,” he glares, putting it on the beside table without a coaster. “We 
can’t just gloss over it all, Tones. You need to talk to me.” 


“T am talking to you. Right now,” Tony tells him, fidgeting so he’s sat up with his legs on the floor 
(rather than splayed out on the bed). 


“Don’t be that guy,” Rhodey chuckles. “You’re diverting, aren’t you? You forget that ? ve known 
you for a very long time. I know everything about you.” He grabs the mug, over-exaggerating as he 
takes a sniff. “Mmmm... would be a shame if this nice coffee I made went to waste. I guess only 
people that talk with their best friend about their issues get to drink it.” 


“This is blackmail,” Tony says, but he has to try hard not to let a smile out. Rhodey sees it 
though... he sees everything. 


Rhodey’s face turns serious (which always means bad business), and Tony knows they’ re about to 
talk everything through... and Tony will have to wear his heart on his sleeve if he ever wants to get 
out of this room. When he glances up at his friend, he sighs. “Look,” he starts, but he doesn’t know 
which words to say. He tears up, but he manages (barely) to blink them away before it all starts 
streaming. “I don’t know how to do all of this.” 


“You'll get there eventually,” Rhodey says, calmly and patiently. He’s always been like that. 
“If we have a free year on our hands,” Tony mumbles. 


“Tf that’s what it takes to get your stubborn ass to get some help, then so be it,” Rhodey says, 
nonchalantly. And it makes Tony chuckle underneath his breath at how insistent his best friend 
was... and makes him wonder how he left him behind for so long. “It’s not funny, Tones.” 


“IT know,” Tony sighs, “I know. It’s just- the only person... scratch that- the only living being that 
I’ve had to rant to has been this rabbit that comes by the cottage every now and then.” He doesn’t 
tell him that he named the animal after him. He never has to know that. “And now these past few 

weeks... I’ve had so many people saying ‘how are you’... ‘how have you been’- and I’m not sure 
how to process it all.” 


“No shit,” Rhodey interrupts. “It’s going to be overwhelming, man. But you’ re going to be okay. 
Nobody expects you to be your same self. There’s no need to be this charismatic socialite that you 
were in the past. All you need to be is your actual self, okay? No shields, no fake smiles. Be honest 


with how you’re feeling. If you want some time to yourself, you go. If you need someone around 
you, I’m moving back into the tower for a bit. I’m here, Tones, and I’m not going anywhere.” 


“T love you, man,” Tony says, because it’s the only thing he can think of. Rhodey is the longest 
constant relationship he’s had in his life... someone he knows he’II always rely on. He’s never had 
anyone who doesn’t take his shit, because he knows what’s really going on underneath it all. And 
it’s all true, Tony loves him. And the fact that they can just press play after so long... acting like 
nothing changed... is just a testimony to that. 


“T love you too,” Rhodey smiles. He passes the mug into Tony’s hands, “There you go. That was a 
nice little session we just had. I think I could do this professionally.... Anyway- I think you’ ve 
earnt this now,” he laughs. When Tony takes a sip of it, sighing in content, Rhodey nods to 
himself. “Yeah, you’ ve still got it Rhodes.” 


“Tt’s a bit cold, do you think you can make another one?” Tony jokes. 


“Just because you’re all mopey doesn’t mean I’m going to wait on you, Stark. Drink your 
lukewarm coffee and put a film on. I’m going to get changed, and I'll be back in a few minutes,” 
Rhodey tells him, nudging him (not too hard. He doesn’t want him to spill it on the bed sheets). 
“Make sure it’s a good one!” he calls as he exits the room, leaving Tony alone to reminisce on all 
the movie nights he had with the kid... the kid he misses so much. 


Meanwhile. 


Peter’s in bed, but he can’t sleep. It’s the first night out of the cottage... and the first night back in 
the real world after so long. He tries to sleep but memories of Ben’s death haunt him. By the time 
May hears him scream, he’s a trembling mess on the floor as he can’t bear to sleep on the bed. 
Since the last time he was here... he argued with Ben. It’s not a good memory. 


May takes him back to her room, letting him sleep underneath her arm as they lie on her bed. She 
kisses him on the head, playing with his hair to try and keep him calm. She hums a song she used 
to sing every night in his ear, rocking him back and forth. It’s warm and familiar... and Peter hates 
that he’ ll have to wake from it soon. Because she has to work... and he’s going to be alone in this 
cold apartment with this uneasy feeling of loss surrounding him. 


Being at the cottage... he’s not sure if he’s really processed that Ben’s gone. It almost feels as if 
he’s on a long holiday, one he’ II return from soon. But he’s not coming back. And these smiling 
photos on the wall mock him. Ben’s not happy. He’s not anything. He has to resist the urge to tear 
them down, knowing it’s the only thing left. 


Later, when the door closes and May leaves with a worried glance (and a long conversation of ‘I 
don’t have to go, Ill go in sick. Peter, I promised I’d be here for you, I’m not leaving. And Peter 
responds with “We need the money. I’ll be fine, May), Peter walks out to their balcony. He sits on 
the edge, letting his legs dangle. When he blinks, he’s back at the cottage and sitting on the porch. 
He’s sad elbow-to-elbow with ‘Mr Stark’, staring up at the stars. Tony’s telling him what they’re 
all called, teaching him the secret of the skies. Coming back, he sees the same ones... He wonders 
if Tony’s going to come back for him- or if he’s just some forgotten kid that he never cared for. 
But then he remembers what Fury said. Tony’s better off without him. He needs to get back into 
the real world, and Peter was just his anchor to that old life. 


Whatever the adult decides to do... time will only tell... 


Struggling To Cope 


Tony’s never been one for sleeping at the best of times. So, after finding himself here again for the 
first time in forever, he locks himself away in the lab with nothing but a bottle of water to keep him 
company. 


Fury arranged to have his stuff moved back, but none of it feels like his anymore. As if it’s been 
tainted by the hands of a mad man. But as he sits at his desk, listening to DUM-E beep as it drives 
back and forth, he remembers every memory associated with each object. And every memory he 
seems to have is to do with a kid he’s too scared to go and see. 


He knows everyone is apprehensive to see him, all of them circling around the lab. They wait for a 
few minutes, realise nothing’s going to change, and then return from where they came from. It’s 
the same routine for hours, and it starts to make the man feel of edge. 


Throwing the nearest beaker that stands on his desk, he’s fascinated by how quicky it smashes into 
thousands of different pieces. And, weirdly enough, it makes him think of himself. In this 
metaphor, Tony’s the beaker who was thrown into a wormhole. He came out as a different man... 
a broken one. 


“Tony?” A voice calls out by the doors, one too familiar yet so foreign at the same time. It’s Steve. 
“Tony, please. We all just want to make sure you’re okay.” 


“T’m fine,” Tony replies. His voice says the otherwise, making him sound like he’s been crying for 
the past week. 


“T heard a smash. So, uh, I thought I’d just check on you to make sure you didn’t hurt yourself,” 
Steve says, that unrelenting need to help so clear in him. It’s exhausting. Tony can’t fathom how he 
does it all the time. 


“T’m not a child, Steve.” 


“Yes, Tony, I know,” the other man immediately replies, with a deep sigh. Tony hates that he’s 
stressing him out. “Can I just come in?” 


Tony thinks about it. He thinks some more. After a while of internal debates with the two sides of 
his consciousness, he walks over like a zombie and puts the code in. He could’ ve just asked Friday 
to do it... but there’s no words coming out of his mouth. 


Steve walks in by himself, shutting the door behind him. He looks exactly the same as he did the 
day Tony left. His broad shoulders make his t-shirt look far too small for him, but he doesn’t seem 
to notice as he stands there with his floppy blonde hair messed up from the mission. He’s got a cut 
on his face, bruises on his arm, and is the physical embodiment of why Tony can’t be Iron Man 
anymore. He doesn’t want to live like that... in constant fear that the next mission would be his 
last. That his nightmare will come true. 


“Hi,” Steve ends up saying, speaking like he forgot how to. And it makes Tony crack up suddenly, 
his shoulders relaxing. He laughs, and Steve’s smile beams. “I know, I’m awkward. I just can’t 
believe you’ re here.” 


“You're making it sound like we’re in some kind of romcom,” Tony tells him. When Steve steps 
forward with his arms outstretched for a hug, he flinches back. “Sorry. Sorry- I’m not, uh-,” 


“No, no... that’s on me,” Steve says. 


They both stay silent, not knowing where to look or how to continue their conversation. Steve 
coughs, and Tony feels like a failure. How did he fall so hard into the deep end? He hated this. He 
should be curled up into his blanket, sleeping all day as he works on his suits during the night. It’s 
a lifestyle he’ll never advertise... but it was his. And now he doesn’t know how to deal with this 
new environment. And here was Steve, looking at him like he should have all the answers he 
needs. But he doesn’t. 


“Look, Steve... why did you come here?” he asks, “I mean... I could see you pacing back and forth 
for ages out there. You didn’t come because of that stupid beaker. You came here to watch me 
break down, to see just how broken I’ve become.” Running a hand over his face, he bites down 
hard on his lip as Steve watches him with that stupid guilty frown. “And I don’t need all the help. 
I’m a grown man. I don’t need any of this- whatever ‘this’ is.” 


“Tony...” Steve says sadly. “I just... missed you. A lot. And I wanted to speak to my friend who I 
haven’t seen in forever. That’s it. I don’t see you how you apparently see yourself. I see a genius. I 
see someone incredibly strong, who’s been through more than anyone I know. I look up to you... 
and- and I genuinely want to help you come back into this world. It’s nothing superficial.” 


And of course, Tony should’ ve known. Steve’s not like that. He’s righteous, stubborn, and more. 
And he would’ ve never come to see Tony for any other reason to help. He’s an Avenger and 
helping seems to be in his bloodstream. 


“’, Okay,” Tony tells him. He’s got this sudden burst of confidence as he steps by Steve’s side. 
“You’re a stubborn bastard. You always have been. So, uh, I...[?Il accept your help. If it gets too 
much, [Il let you know... and, uh-“ 


“Great!” Steve says, suddenly changing back into her perky self. “Do you... do you want to meet 
the other Avengers? Tony, you’ll love them. I promise. There’s Steve, Scott, and Bucky’s bac-” 


“Okay. I said I'd accept your help, so- P’ll do what you say. No need to be so talky-talky,” Tony 
replies. 


Steve gently wraps his hand around Tony’s wrist, taking him away from the lab. Its as if Steve’s 
pulling the billionaire away from his safe spot, pushing him off this metaphorical cliff of life to 
force him into this deep end of getting better. Steve basically carries him up to the lift, and when 
it’s just them on their way to the Avengers common room... he starts to get quite nervous. He’s 
fidgeting on the spot, his leg acting relentless as much as he tries to prevent it. And Steve can tell, 
watching him from the corner of his eyes. But as he turns to reassure Tony, the doors ping and the 
man’s facing a group of people (some of who he can’t even name). 


“Oh, wow!” someone says, a slightly older man with floppy brown hair. He grabs Tony’s wrist 
(the one Steve just dropped) which makes the billionaire freeze up. He’s shaking his hand hard, 
smiling in a way that’s just so innocent. “It’s an honour, sir. Truly. An honour. My name’s Scott 
Lang, and you’re Tony Stark? Can I just say... we all missed you so much!” 


Tony blinks. So, this is Scott... He doesn’t even know how to respond. He wants to take his hand 
back, but Scott’s holding it to the point where Tony’s scared that they might be stuck. He keeps his 
mouth shut, his eyes staring off at the wall behind Scott’s head. And Scott seems confused, 
watching him as he awaits a coherent response. 


“Scott...”” Natasha whispers in his ear, “You’re scaring him.” She says it quietly, knowing Tony 
would be embarrassed and/or pissed off. Tony hears it anyway, and scoots back over to Steve as 


soon as Scott lets go. He tries to do it in a way that no-one would realise. He’s not a scared child. 
He’s just an adult who’s traumatised, and who hasn’t been around anyone in a while...and Steve’s 
suddenly become this save haven. The man might carry his own shield, but he’s become Tony’s 
personal one. 


“Oh, sorry. I’m sorry,” Scott repeats over and over, re-joining the group of people before he can do 
anything else. Tony knows he was only trying to be nice, but it was too much. 


“Tony, uh- this is Sam, Bucky, Carol and Wanda,” Steve says, attaching the name to the person. 
Tony thinks they should just wear nametags. It would be easier. Each of them wave as Steve says 
their name, greeting the man in front of them. He wonders if they know his true identity. 


“Tt’s nice to meet you all,” Tony says. But it might be a lie. He’s not sure if it’s nice at all. In fact, 
it’s really a bad day for Tony and he’s freaking out. 


Bucky’s looking at him apprehensively, and it’s freaking Tony out a little. So, instead, he starts to 
focus on catching up with the people he did know. He lets the new people come to him. It’s the 
only way he handles it all. He wishes Peter was here. It’s the first time he’s properly had time to 
wonder how the kid’s doing, and where they’ ve taken him. They know his powers... what if 
they’re testing him? 


“Oh, Tony! The guardians and Thor are here. This is Mantis, Rocket, Gamora and Peter,” Steve 
calls as the lift pings again for the second time that day. And when they all walk out, Tony’s jaw 
drops. That is a tree and a raccoon. They’re out of this world... in a literal sense. 


“Man of Iron!” Thor beams, outing Tony’s identity to the new Avengers. Tony doesn’t have the 
energy to care. He catches Scott’s shocked face as Thor enwraps Tony in his big arms. Weirdly 
enough it doesn’t freak him out... it just calms him for a bit. “It’s so nice to see you, my friend! 
Four years may not be a long time on my home Asgard... but it’s a lot for you mere mortals. I 
missed you dearly.” 


“T missed you too, buddy,” Tony says, words muffled from how he’s pressed against Thor’s chest. 
“These are my friends!” he grins, “They never heard of your work, but are impressed nonetheless!” 


And the day goes by... Tony smiling to himself as it does. He looks around as they’re all sat on the 
sofa, watching a film, and realises just how much he missed this. But when the ‘Mantis’ girl who’s 

with the guardians accidently touches him... everything changes. Apparently, she’s an empath. She 
has this ability to sense other people’s feelings if she touches them... and what she feels with Tony, 
it’s a lot. 


“T feel the ultimate pain,” she cries, whilst tears roll down her face. “He misses a child and is 
frightened for his future. It’s all so painful,” she adds, her hand still on Tony’s knee. 


Tony threw Mantis’ hand of his quickly, jumping up. He runs behind the sofa, eyes wide. He’s 
breathing heavily as everyone stares at him, his chest moving so fast that his heart skips a beat. 
He’s glad he has the arc reactor otherwise he’d probably pass out from the pain. He didn’t want his 
dirtiest secrets out in the open. Steve gets up to make sure he’s okay, but there’s something that 
happens which makes the atmosphere in the room even more tense. As Tony got up, Mantis fell 
and her hand lands on Bucky Barnes’ knee. Before Steve can say a word, the guardian’s mouth 
opens again. 


“He feels the ultimate guilt. Killing another’s parents, it’s a pain that’ ll never go. He’s sorry, Tony. 
He’s truly sorry.” 


Tony sees red. He backs up from Steve, staring at Bucky. How dare they act all friendly when they 
knew that? How dare they sit here and laugh with him as they giggle in the background over his 
obliviousness. They’ re taking him for a joke. 


“Tony- it’s not what you think-“ 


“Not what I think? He killed my mom?!” Tony shouts, hands shaking. People circle him, probably 
attempting to calm him down, but it makes him snap. “Go away! Just leave me alone. I should’ ve 
never come back. I should’ ve stayed there until I died. Or do you want to finish the line, huh? You 
could kill all the Stark’s. Make it a hattrick,” he screams. Before he knows it, tears are streaming 
heavily down his face. 


“Tony...” someone says, and he’s so angry that he doesn’t know who the person was. 


There’s someone in the background crying. He wonders if it’s Bucky. If it is, Tony wonders if he 
has the right. He doesn’t now why he thought this would be easy (coming back) when horrors of 
his past walk the halls, and when he looks at Bucky... he knows he has to flee. 


Tony turns around, asking Friday to open the lift before he gets there. He jumps into it, smashing 
the button down to his lab. As it starts to move, he realises they might take the stairs to try and 
follow him. He presses the emergency stop and sinks down to the bottom of the lift. Forcing his 
head into his knees (which are pulled up to his chest), he tries his best to keep himself steady... but 
the new news might be too much. 


He stays in the lift by himself for hours... until he can see no light creeping through. He sits there 
with nothing going on. It’s just him and the steady buzz of the machine. He doesn’t feel as if the 
walls are getting smaller, or anything like that. He doesn’t care that it feels as if he’s stuck as all he 
wants to do is be back in that cottage... all by himself like it should be. Coming back was a 
mistake, and now he’s certain of it. 


Back with Peter... 


When Peter returns to school, May’s not totally sure if it’s the right decision. She sits by his bed as 
he attempts to sleep, wondering how on earth it got this bad. Ben’s gone now... it’s up to her to 
help this amazing young man grow. And she’s scared of how she’s meant to do that by herself. 


Looking down at him, he looks exactly like Ben. They’ve got the same eyes. And, gosh, they’ ve 
always had the same attitude. At times it felt as if she was fighting for her life if she tried to say 
‘no’ to an idea the boys conjured. She’d pretend to be mad and frown at them, but she’d also come 
around again. Just for a chance to hear that sweet laugh. 


Ben was insistent that their boy would make it far in life. They had a college fund set up for him, a 
fund they now need to dip into just to afford the rent. With only one income coming in, their 
disposable income is constantly dropping before her eyes. It’s stressful, but it doesn’t matter 
anymore. Not now that Peter’s back. They’ ll find a way. They always have. 


Getting up, and leaving a cup of water by his bedside, May walks over to their kitchen. She 
attempts to make him a good lunch but gets frustrated in the process. Ben was the chef. He did all 
this stuff, and she’s no good at it. Peter’s going to go starving, and it’s all her fault. With a sigh, she 
drops her head into her hands. It’s too much. She just wishes Ben was still here. 


“May?” Peter whispers, walking over. He’s still in his pyjamas, and May turns around just as he’s 
finished a big yawn. “Are you okay?” 


Reaching forward to take him into a big hug, she presses a kiss to the top of his head. “I’m fine, 
sweetheart. Just can’t make that sandwich you like so much.” 


“Don’t worry about that,” he whispers back. “ll be fine. Delmar’s just around the corner if my 
cravings so wild.” 


“But I don’t want you to rely on other people,” May says sadly. “I should be able to step up to the 
plate. ’'m your guardian and I can’t even look after you,” she tells him, trying to hide her face from 
the boy as she starts to tear up. 


“May... Please don’t be sad,” Peter tells her. 


He stands there, guilt dripping off him like sweat. It’s all over him. Why didn’t he think of her as 
he ran away? She just lost her husband. She needed stability and someone there to hold her as she 
cried. And she had nobody. She lost her world overnight, and he was somewhere else being 
buddies with a billionaire. Her loss wasn’t even on his mind. And now she’s the one who believes 
she isn’t good enough... 


“Please, May. You’re the best mom I could’ ve asked for. You never asked for me, and you never 
asked for it to be just us. I love you, and you’re doing amazing,” he tells her, words just spilling out 
of his mouth. He hopes that she might believe it. 


“Thank you honey,” she whispers. She pulls him into a tight hug, kissing the top of his head. “I 
love you too. Ben would be so proud of everything you’ ve done. I know it.” 


“T hope so,” Peter replies. 


“T know so,” she affirms, holding him a bit tighter. She looks up at the ceiling as if she was looking 
directly into the eyes of her late husband. “He’d be more than proud of you, Pete. And he always 
will be.” 


It’s just the two of them in the apartment, and the silence without Ben’s presence is deafening. But 
there’s peace in the silence. It’s as if he’s still looking after them... just from further away. 
Everywhere Peter looks... he just knows Ben’s behind him. 


And when they finally detach from each other’s grip, Peter’s first day back at school approaches. 
And he’s nervous. Ned’s going to be there, so there’s at least one pro that contrasts the big list of 
cons in this mental list he’s created. May had to leave him to go to work, so he’s up against the 
world by himself before he meets his best friend inside the halls. 


“Ts that really you?” 


Peter turns around and is faced with MJ, someone who he never thought would be moved at all by 
his disappearance. But the way she’s looking at him... it’s as if she’s face to face with a walking 
miracle. Peter opens his mouth to speak, but she’s shouting at him before he even has the chance. 


“T went to your funeral! I thought you were dead!” She shouts. And as she does, a small group of 
kids from his year start to gather around to ‘watch the show’. She pauses as she notices, and she 
retreats back to this scared, off-standish, person. She’s never been scary... she’s just frightened to 
get close to anyone. “I... I was worried,” she whispers. 


“T’m sorry,” Peter tells her, never meeting her line of sight. “I didn’t mean to. I promise. Ben was 
gone... and- and I just got lost.” 


MJ bites her lip, clearly with something on her mind. However, she doesn’t say a word. Saying 


goodbye, she wanders down to the school and leaves Peter standing there like an idiot. He looks 
around at the group (all of whom scatter as soon as he turns, as if they think they can pretend as if 
they were never listening). Peter sighs and walks on instead. This is going to be a long, long, day. 


People gawk at him as if he’s a ghost, with most of them under the impression that he’s dead. It’s 
weird to be the centre of attention, something he reckons that Tony knew all about, and he has to 
take a breather before he steps inside homeroom where his best friend is waiting for him. 


“Peter!” Ned calls at he walks in. There are a few students here early as well, but the other boy 
completely ignores him as soon as Peter’s face is in view. He throws his arms around him, “Oh, 
man. It’s so good to see you,” he says, tears making Peter’s shirt wet. 


“T missed you,” Peter whispers. He holds Ned closer, closing his eyes. Coming back here, being 
with his friend, it feels just like a warm fire. It’s cosy... and it’s home. 


“T missed you more,” Ned replies. 


They pull away and both look identical to the other. They both have tears streaming down their 
cheeks and a smile so wide it hurts on their lips. But before they can speak more, the bell rings. 


The next time they’re alone is during a break, just after their second period. Ned’s staring, and it’s 
making Peter feel just a Jittle on edge. He doesn’t say anything, however, as he eaves drops on a 
conversation that’s happening nearby. 


“Did you hear Tony Stark’s coming back?” 

“That Peter Parker too, he sprung back from the dead.” 

“At the same time? That’s a bit of a weird coincidence?” 

“You think it’s related?” 

“Well, you never know...” 

“You really think Parker knows a billionaire? His family can barely afford that flat they live in.” 


Peter shakes his head, trying to block his ears from further noise. Ned’s watching him, scared to 
know when he’s going to break. Peter feels like shit, knowing everyone expects him to explode 
whenever he moves. One person’s frightened of the crash, the other’s scared of the journey. And, 
perhaps, it’s going to be like that for a while. 


“T’m fine, Ned.” 


Ned falters, dropping the sandwich he was about to take a bite out. He watches Peter, wondering 
how he knew he was worrying. It’s as if he has a sixth sense... which, knowing Peter, he probably 
did. 


“... How?” Ned asks, “Like, no offence, man. Your Uncle died, and you went missing for over a 
month. I don’t even know what happened there, and you’re suddenly back with no explanation. 
Forgive me for worrying, but it’s pretty damn hard not to.” 


Peter realises what Ned must’ ve been thinking the whole day and decides he should probably give 
him some more information. If the shoe was on the other foot, Peter would be out of his mind with 
worry. 


“T saw everything, man. When the guy shot Ben, I was only metres away. He died protecting me 
and I freaked out. I was so scared... so I just ran. And it was so cold that once I got to this village... 
I passed out. Tony, the man that took me in for the month, saved my life. But I was stuck in the 
house with him with no service. I’m so sorry that you thought I was gone. I-I didn’t mean-,” Peter 
rants, subconsciously grabbing the end of Ned’s jacket to calm himself down. He squeezes, taking 
a deep breath. There’s no way he’s having a panic attack right now... 


“Shit,” Ned mumbles. He takes Peter’s hand, holding it like they used to do. They’ ve been best 
friends for so long. Knowing he had to go through all of that shot a pain through his heart, one he 
couldn’t quite explain. “I’m so sorry, Pete.” 


“Tt’s okay...,” 

“Tt’s really not,” Ned sighs. “Nobody should have to go through all of that.” 
“Tt’s not,” Peter agrees. “But I'll get there.” 

And Ned seems inclined to agree with that. 


MJ hasn’t spoke to him since the morning, but she still sits at the end of the table. She glances over 
at him every now and then, and it makes him wonder if she sat there when he was gone. He 
wonders if she knew he wasn’t dead, and how she felt when people held his ‘funeral.’ He feels 
bad, of course, but there was nothing he could’ ve done to reassure anyone. He was simply... stuck 
(both physically and metaphorically... if he was being one hundred percent honest). 


She walks beside him as if she’s trying to open up. Peter doesn’t push her to ask what she wants to 
say. All he does is sway a little closer to her side as Ned tries to catch him up with everything he’s 
been up to in the past month. A month might not sound like a long time, but when you have a 
friend that’s as good as Ned... a day would feel like a lifetime. 


Walking home as the day finally ends, Peter ends up in a local shop. He grabs the groceries for 
both him and May, knowing she doesn’t have the time/money to do it herself. But as he’s throwing 
things in his basket, he sees a magazine on the shelf with Tony’s face on it. He stares for a while. 
And he realises... he misses Tony. But the man has no reason to come and find him. And Peter? 
Peter’s not sure if he even will. 


He remembers sitting around in this bubble with the other man, pretending as if everything bad 
wasn’t real. He’d pretend he was just visiting an old family friend, and everything would be back to 
normal soon. But it wasn’t. All he can hope is that Tony’s doing okay. 


Meanwhile... back in the tower. 


Tony’s only just made his way out of the lift. He doesn’t go up to bed. He finds his way into the 
lab and sees Rhodey sat on one of the desks with this precious, worried, look upon his face. As 
soon as the door’s open, he’s up on his feet and pacing towards Tony. 


“T heard what happened,” is all his best friend says. 


And Tony... he breaks. He finally breaks. It all shatters around him, and it’s so much. This weight 
on his shoulders is only growing and he can’t take the pressure. He falls to his knees and tears start 
to come out of him, something that makes Rhodey’s breath hitch with pain. He can’t bear to see his 
best friend like this... especially since they all thought things were getting better. But, perhaps, that 
just isn’t possible. Not until he takes all their advice to hire the best therapist money can find (he’s 
got plenty of it to use). But he just won’t do it, and Rhodey just doesn’t get why. But he doesn’t get 


it. He’s not in Tony’s head, and the man knows he wouldn’t want to be. 


Rhodey lowers down to Tony’s height, putting his arms around him. Tony grips onto him like a 
toddler during a tantrum, almost hiccupping from how much he was sobbing. He can’t breathe 
when it gets too much, and Rhodey tries so hard to calm him down. 


“Tt’s okay, Tones,” Rhodey whispers. “It’s going to be okay.” 


Tony doesn’t think it ever will. Pepper doesn’t love him anymore, Steve’s in love with his parent’s 
murderer, his ex-teammates are completely different, and he can’t even sleep without staying 
awake for a week. He’s a mess, and nothing seems to be getting better. 


Cottage life was only a week or so ago, but Tony yearns for it as if it was a nostalgic memory of 
his past that he’s clinging onto. But... now that he’s been compromised, he can’t go back. If he 
tried, Fury would follow him to the ends of the earth. 


As Rhodey eventually leaves, after trying to get Tony to bed (he fails), Tony sits back. He’s 
surrounded by so many people here, but he’s never felt this alone. During the next few days, he 
becomes more of a recluse than ever. He thinks of contacting Peter to help him out of this down 
spell, but the kid’s better off without him. Everyone is. 


Perhaps being alone is just his destiny... and it always will be. 


Repeat Stuff 


Chapter Notes 


Trigger warnings at the end if needed:) 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


It must be three am, but Tony’s not sure. The lights are off, the curtains to his room are closed, and 
the door’s firmly locked. He hasn’t moved from his bed in hours, curled up with his knees to his 
chest. It feels like a way of keeping him safe, taking him back to when his mother would put him 
down late at night with a book and a glass of lukewarm milk she forgot about earlier in the day. A 
mother who would still be here... if it wasn’t for someone who’s literally a floor or two below 
him. 


Stirring, but only by a few inches, Tony stares at his alarm clock. It’s not 3am, or 4... in fact, but 
he’s actually been in his bed for twelve hours. It’s midday. And if Tony opened his curtains, a ray 
of golden sunshine would light up his room to attempt to brighten his own spirit. Tony doesn’t 
know if that’s possible anymore. 


Another hour goes past before anything happens. There’s a simple knock on the door, followed by 
the sound of a code being punched into the wall. Unlocking the door, the person also takes his 
security and crumbles it onto the floor without a second thought. 


Tony hears something glass landing on his bedside table. When he has the energy to move his 
head, he’s met with a lovely looking hand-cooked dinner. He looks up, heart-warming when he 
sees Happy Hogan stood there. But when he sees who is behind him, his heart quickly drops once 
more. It’s Pepper. 


Turning back over, his face up against the silk pillow, he tries to pretend as if he’s not there. It just 
doesn’t work. He hears someone sigh, assumes it’s Happy, and pushes himself further into the 
mattress. Why do people insist on coming to try and pull him out of this state? He clearly doesn’t 
want it. 


“Tony,” a feminine voice says, so he assumes that (unless Happy sounds very different from the 
last time they spoke) it’s Pepper speaking. 


He doesn’t move. 


“Tony, please. All of us are worried sick about you. We haven’t seen you in days,” Pepper says, to 
which Happy makes a noise in agreement to. 


He still doesn’t move. 


Happy comes to his side, sitting on the side of his bed. He doesn’t put a hand on his body, knowing 
he’d flinch, but he places his palm just beside the pillow so that Tony might know he’s there for 
him. 


“Hey, buddy,” he says, voice low. “Come on. Not to make this all about me, but I miss ferrying 
you around.” 


Tony slowly moves, sitting upwards in his bed. He doesn’t make eye contact with Pepper, but 
moves a little bit pass Happy to grab the plate of food. In only two minutes, it’s all gone. He didn’t 
realise how hungry he was until the scent of the food wafted into his nose. 


“Good?” Happy chuckles. It’s not a happy chuckle (Tony can still see the obvious frown lines over 
his face), but it’s one nonetheless. “Made it myself.” 


“He didn’t,” Pepper says from behind. 


Normally, that would make Tony laugh. But now? Now he just sits there and stares at the few 
crumbs he missed. He resists the urge to flop back into the sheets (as soon as they leave, he will). 
He might as well act as if he’s got something left... otherwise they’d keep coming back. 


But that’s what they did anyway. 


Like clockwork, Happy and Pepper (sometimes Rhodey would come, and Steve tried once but was 
shut down by Tony as soon as he stepped foot inside the bedroom) would make their way down to 
the billionaire. And Tony found himself thinking... why wasn’t Peter there too? 


It’s not like any of them knew who the kid was... so it did make some sort of sense. But as he sits 
up and walks to his en-suite, he wonders how Peter’s doing... and if having him here would help. 
Because right now... he feels so low that he can hardly spend five minutes in the shower. 


Walking back to his bed after the aforementioned five minutes, Tony lays there on the bed and just 
stares at the different patterns on his ceiling. And when the familiar sound of the keyboard buzzes, 
the smell of food inviting him to sit up, he’s puzzled when only Pepper makes her way in. 


“Morning,” she says. 


Tony has to look to his side to see if she’s telling the truth. She is. It’s 10am... and it’s the earliest 
he’s been up and coherent for a while. 


She looks at him with this fond smile, just like how it used to be when they were together, as she 
sets the food down. Fried egg... the one breakfast he used to have every morning. It makes him 
feel uneasy. So, he does what he knows best. He turns away and hides. 


“Tony,” Pepper sighs. “Please look at me. This isn’t healthy. You’re- you’ re isolating yourself so 
much and-,” 


“Pepper, why do you care?” Tony asks. He sits up once more, turning to make eye contact with his 
ex. And, wow, she looks as beautiful as the day they first met. Gorgeous hair that sits just below 
her chest. It’s soft, silky, and Tony wants to remember the feeling of running his hands through it 
after a long, busy, day. But he can’t, so he pretends to not to look. “I mean- how do you have the 
time to keep coming here? Shouldn’t you be spending time with your partner?” 


“We broke up,” she says sadly. 


“Oh,” Tony whispers. “Sorry,” he says, but he doesn’t mean it. In fact, it gives him a bit of pep in 
his step (no pun attended, he assures himself). “Was it anything to do with me?” He asks. Straight 
to the point (as usual). 


“Yes,” she replies. She bites her lip, “to answer your question... when you asked me if I still loved 
you? Of course. Of course, I do. Tony... you’re everything for me.” 


“Then we can try again,” Tony says, moving his hand as if it weighs a tonne. He eventually takes 


her’s into his own, looking at her with apprehension. “Pep? Please?” 


“We can’t,” she whispers. “Not until you’re okay. I can’t watch you throw yourself into this hole, 
sweetheart,” she presses a kiss to his knuckles as she brings their joint hands to her lips. “I care 
about you so much... I just wish you did the same.” 


Tony’s silent. He’s not sure what to say. 


“We could get you into therapy. Then... maybe a few years down the line, we could be like how 
we used to be,” Pepper tells him. It doesn’t look like she’s happy (nobody does recently). 


“No,” Tony shakes his head. “No, I can’t. How am I supposed to speak to someone about all the 
shit ve been through? That would mean revealing not only my identity... but everything else. I 
can’t do that, Pep.” 


Pepper sighs sadly but looks as if she knew that would be his answer. “I still want us to be good 
friends then, Tones. I still want to help you. I just can’t... we can’t be like that anymore.” 


Tony stays silent. Again. 


After a while, he tries to come out with the right words but reverts straight back into this defence 
mechanism he’s developed throughout the years. Humour. “I can’t believe I’ve been friend zoned. 
If I knew this was how it would’ ve turned out, I’d have never hired you as my assistant.” 


Pepper laughs (and it’s so beautiful). She gently presses a kiss to his cheek, before getting up from 
the bed. “Yes, you would have,” she smiles, before turning around and walking towards the door. 


Tony waits until she has her hand on the door to speak. “Pep?” He asks, words barely coming out 
as a whisper. He hates how sad he sounds. But when she looks at him, hair flipping over her 
shoulder as if she was a model, he can’t help but relax a little. “Can you stay? For a bit?” 


Pepper smiles. For the first time since he returned, it’s genuine. She walks over to him, flies the 
quilt up and jumps in. “Always,” she whispers, before letting him cuddle into her side for support 
(it’s totally platonic). 


However, all good things come to an end. Just as Tony’s comfortable, Pepper’s called to a meeting 
and must leave the room. Leaving behind the plate for his food, and his happiness, she shuts the 
door and Tony’s left in this dark abyss once more. The cycle repeats. 


Every time he sleeps, he’s faced with this giant purple beast. He’s in this city with thousands of 
alien shoulders rushing towards them. All the Avengers are there. Peter’s there. And every single 
night, something bad happens. 


Tonight’s no different. Peter’s the one who’s face to face with the beast this time. He’s the most 
successful so far, getting the beast down in a record amount of time. It doesn’t surprise Tony. The 
kid was strong... just not as skilled. So, when the nameless villain wraps his enormous hands 
around Peter’s neck, Tony’s breath leaves his throat as he kills the teen in one snap. Peter’s body 
crumbles to the floor like a old rag, hitting the floor with a crash. And he’s dead. Just like that. 


Tony screams so loud that it must be heard from outside his sound-proofed walls. He tumbles out 
of bed, hand flying to his heart. Another restless night... but this time it feels worse. If he didn’t 
know this was his anxiety, he’d assume he just had a heart attack. 


He runs to his bathroom, splashing cold water over his face. It doesn’t calm him down. By the time 
he comes back to, he’s laid over the bathroom floor with old tears surrounding his head. He’s pretty 


sure that he’s not alone either. 


“Tony? Shit, Tony. Don’t be dead. Don’t be dead. I'm going to kill you if you’re dead,” Rhodey 
frantically says, his hand underneath Tony’s head as he tries to sit him up. 


“Jesus, Rhodes,” Tony mumbles. “I’m fine. Calm down.” 


“Calm down?!” Rhodey shouts. “For fuck sake, Tony. I thought I had just found you after an 
attempt. Don’t tell me to calm down. You can’t keep doing this shit.” He takes a breath, gathering 
himself. “I’m glad you’re okay. But-but you can’t keep hurting yourself like this. You haven’t left 
your bedroom in two weeks. I’m so scared that each time I check on you... that you won’t be okay. 
I can’t lose you. Please just take care of yourself.” 


Tony frowns. He sits up a little, Rhodey still cradling his head. “I’m sorry,” he says. He closes his 
eyes tight, too ashamed to see his best friend’s face after he’s seen him like this. “I’m sorry,” he 
repeats. “I’m sorry,” again. 


“Tony?” 
“T’m sorry,” Tony cries. 
“Tony? Buddy, you’re scaring me,” Rhodey whispers. 


Tony cries. All he can say is ‘I’m sorry’, until his best friend picks him up and sits him back down 
on the bed. 


“Come back to me, Tones. Look at me, okay? It’s okay. You’re okay,” he’s saying. 
Tony finally comes too. He looks at his best friend, “Fuck,” is all he has the energy to say. 


“You need some help, man. I’m not asking now. This is the matter of life- Tony. You’re going to 
die if you keep going like this,” Rhodey says. “Tomorrow... we’re going out. We’re getting out of 
this box and putting you in some sunlight.” 


“<hine.”” 
“Right. Good. There better be this lack of resistance when I come in next.” 


And there is. Rhodey comes in, and Tony’s already shaven and dressed. He looks tired, of course, 
but he lets Rhodey take his arm to lead him out of the room. And as they go downstairs to get some 
breakfast, Tony freezes when he sees Bucky standing there with Steve. He looks just as tired as 
Tony does, scared out of his mind when he realises Tony’s in the room. 


Nobody knows what Tony’s going to do... not even Tony. He steps forward, stumbling on his own 
feet, and puts his finger on Bucky’s chest, pushing him up against the wall. He’s so close to calling 
a suit, he thinks, but he manages to restrain himself. “You- you killed my parents.” 


“Tony, please,” Steve begs, “Please, it wasn’t him. He was brainwashed.” 


Tony steps back, biting his lip. He doesn’t apologise for anything. “Whatever,” he mumbles, “He 
still killed my mom,” he adds, before he steps out and walks out of the room with Rhodey at his 
heels. 


“That was... fun,” Rhodey says once they’re out in the open. 


Tony shivers. He didn’t realise it was still cold outside. He cuddles into his coat, sighing. As 


someone steps in front of them, he flinches so hard he would’ ve fallen over if it wasn’t for his best 
friend keeping him up. “Shit. I don’t think [’m ready for this.” 


“Man, I’ve seen you worse than this. Remember when you went drinking all night when you had a 
final the following day? God, you were so out of it. I basically had to carry you to the hall. When I 
left... you cried so hard for me to come back. It freaked me out. I genuinely thought you were 
going to fail. But who was I to think that? You passed with flying colours and barely remembered 
me pulling you there.” He sighs. “That’s what I think you’ ve got to do now, man. Focus on the end 
of your journey. Basically, you’re looking for that light at the end of the tunnel. And you have a lot 
of people helping you out. And one day you’ ll forget about all of this.” 


Tony softly smiles. “You’re the best friend ever. You know that... right?” 

“Oh, I do,” Rhodey chuckles. 

“T hope this isn’t too much for you.” 

“What? Looking after you?” Rhodey laughs, “Man, I’ve been doing that since we met.” 
“I’m serious, Rhodey. I don’t want to burden all of this onto you,” Tony sighs. 

“Tt’s just what best friends do, Tones.” 

Peter... 


Peter sits up on the top of a building, dressed head to toe in a newly stitched suit. It feels a /ittle 
tight, but... he doesn’t have time to worry about that now. With a huff, he gets up and swings down 
to the floor. There hasn’t been a lot of crime today... which is a good thing, but it’s also sort of 
boring if you asked him. It’s not like he wants three armed men to come around the corner, but it 
would make everything more exciting. Wouldn’t it? 


Walking down the dark road, he thinks about May. She’s at work right now. Dressed in scrubs and 
saving lives in a different way to Peter, she has no idea he’s out of the apartment right now. If she 
knew, she’d go crazy. And Peter doesn’t know why he still does this... especially since he knew 
how much it would break her if anything happened. But then again... he knows he has to. It’s for 
the good of the city. If he died saving an innocent child... then so be it. 


Hairs on his arm poke up. Something’s coming. It’s not that queasy little feeling he gets when a 
car’s about to cross his path. No, this is something bigger. As if whole body is on fire, telling him 
to run as fast as he can. But he can never say no to danger, so he goes for it. And if he regrets it? 
Well, he’ ll find out in the morning. 


Peter walks down every corner, trying to find where the source of all this panic is originating from. 
He looks everywhere, until he finally sees a group of people stood around in a ship dock. Now, this 
wouldn’t normally be suspicious. But it’s 11pm, and they’re all wearing fancy clothes. So, they’ve 
either dropped by to get on a yacht after a gala, or some shady business is happening. Peter 
assumes it’s the latter. 


At the front of the group stands a large man. He’s tall in height, with an above average head on his 
shoulders. Not to be mean, Peter thinks, but he doesn’t look... normal. And when he takes a closer 
look, he realises it’s the super villain ‘Kingpin’ who has been in the news recently. Peter knows 
that he’s big, strong, and basically holds a monopoly around the local area. He’s got businesses 
under his palm, igniting fear in everyone around him to do as he says. Peter thinks it’s about time 
someone knocks him down a peg. 


In hindsight, it wasn’t the best idea. Peter’s weak. He’s still mourning his uncle and learning how 
much power he has in his hands. Without food, he hasn’t got enough energy. Kingpin might be an 
ant compared to how much strength Peter really has, but the young boy doesn’t know how much 
that is. So, he was severely unprepared. That didn’t stop him from jumping right in the middle of 
this ‘mob’ meeting. 


The first thing he realises is that there’s a hand around his neck, pushing him into the concrete. 
He’s flailing in their grip, trying to pull their big hands away (if Tony was here, he’d marvel how 
much this reminded him of that nightmare). He kicks, screams, and attempts to punch, but his 
attempts are futile. 


“Now... isn’t this ironic?” ‘Kingpin’ chuckles, squeezing just a little tighter as Peter struggles to 
breathe. “A little spider, caught in a web of my own.” He looks into the oversized eyes of the mask 
and can sense how afraid he is. “We’ll have a lot of fun with you.” 


The hand is removed. Peter tries to make a break for it, but he’s restrained by a group of other 
people. He doesn’t have enough power to break free from all of them. He stays silent as he waits 
for the first blow. But they don’t come. Instead, he’s injected by a syringe and his whole world 
fades to black. 


It doesn’t take long for Peter to come back around (they’ve obviously not accounted for how fast 
his metabolism really is). He’s bouncing around in the back of a van, hands restrained behind his 
back. He can hear them chatting in the front, laughing about their latest ‘catch’. And he’s scared. 


After the car stops, someone gets in and puts a blindfold over his mask. He’s not sure why they 
don’t just take the mask off first, but he’s glad that they don’t. 


Using everything he has, he tries to break free, but there’s just too many people. He walks beside 
them, hands restrained. They start to burn... but nobody cares. Listening as they open a door, he 
puts two and two together that he’s going inside. 


Thrown down to the ground, his head hits something hard. Groaning, Peter feels a wetness 
underneath his mask. But before he can cry himself into forgetting where he is, he can suddenly see 
again. The light makes him cringe. It’s coming straight into his eye-line through the open back of 
the warehouse where he can see acres of forest. 


Kingpin’s standing beside a chair, twirling a pair of handcuffs in his left hand. He grins. “Spider- 
man, sorry about that. I just don’t think doing this at a fish dock was the best way to go forward.” 
He pauses. “Well, are you not going to say something? After we were so kind in transporting you 
here.” 


Peter’s silent. 


“Hmm, be like that then,” the villain smirks. “I have plenty tricks up my sleeve that might get you 
speaking.” 


The young boy gulps, trying to back up. But Kingpin grabs him by the hair, hoists him up, and 
throws him into the chair. And when Peter realises that he’s facing a camera, his whole heart 
drops. This isn’t good... 


Tony 


It’s the first ttme Tony’s been around the group. He’s sat anxiously in silence as he listens to the 
hubbub around him, all of them making noises he hasn’t for a while. Every now and then, people 


glance over at him to see if he’s okay and all they find is a lost man. And nobody has managed to 
find him. 


But then... something happens. Tony’s confused as all the monitors in the tower turn to static. 
When they’re back online, there’s someone tied to a chair. They’re dressed in red and blue... and 
look strangely familiar. Then, as if a light bulb pings above his head, he realises. That’s Spider- 
man. That’s his Peter. 


Tony stands up suddenly. The chair flips behind him, clattering down onto the floor. It’s left 
unattended, however, as the man wonders over to the TV. He stares, blinking, as the footage plays. 


“Tony?” Natasha asks, the first team member to realise that Tony was staring. “What’s going on?” 
“Peter,” he whispers. 
“Peter? Who’s Peter?” Clint asks, walking over. 


“That’s the kid who was at the cottage?” Steve asks, the reveal about Bucky long forgotten as 
Tony fixates on this teenager’s face. When the man nods, Steve sighs. “Shit,” he whispers. This 
time... nobody calls him up on his language. “Right, okay, Friday- have we got a location on 
him?” 


“On it, Captain.” 


Only moments later, Friday’s relaying Peter’s co-ordinates to the room (Kingpin didn’t know that 
Peter had the Avengers behind him. But...Neither did Peter), but Tony’s too anxious to notice. He 
stares at the cuts all over the body. Pieces of skin are visible from where the suit’s been ripped, 
blood dipping from everywhere. The kid hasn’t got enough energy to keep his head up... and if he 
didn’t know how strong Peter was, he’d assume him to be dead. And that’s what Kingpin must 
think too. 


The villain tips the chair, laughing maniacally as Spider-man tumbles along with it. He’s sprawled 
across the floor, breathing shallow to the point where it’s missed by most. Tony can’t look away... 
and he definitely can’t suit up as everyone else does. 


“New York! I have your great ‘Spider-man’ here, and I’ve crushed him Just like the bug he is,” 
Kingpin laughs. It’s that classic ‘booming’ laugh that comes from a villain, and it gives the 
audience chills. “So... who’s underneath the mask?” He goes to take it, but the boy starts to stir. 


“Actually,” a broken voice says from the floor. “I’m an arachnid,” he tells him, before completely 
snapping the handcuffs off from rage. 


Even with a limp and a wobble, Peter beats this ‘Kingpin’. It’s a fair fight, with both sides getting 
equal damage off, but Peter gets the upper hand. Showing everyone who is watching how strong 
he can be, he beats off the man who took him hostage... making the villain flee before he does too 
much damage. 


And as he’s done, Peter looks straight down the camera and salutes. But as he starts to swing away, 
Tony can see just how bad he’s hurt. And in the background of the camera, they see Spider-man 
flying past the window. He swings until he can’t... dropping out of the frame before anyone can 
cheer that he got away. And in that moment, New York mourns. They think their Spider is dead. 


Tony watches for the new few minutes, this numb feeling trapping him. But when he sees Captain 
America’s face pop up to the now empty warehouse, he finally processes what the hell just 
happened. 


He needs to know Peter’s okay. He needs to find him. Now. This kid was one of the best things he 
had right now, and he wasn’t about to lose him because of some C-grade nobody that Tony didn’t 
even know existed. 


Running down to his lab, he doesn’t care that he trips on the way. He gets right back up, finding 
where Fury left all of the suits. He gets into the first one he sees, and his heart doesn’t even flutter 
as he sets a flight plan to where the rest of the Avengers were. 


When he sets down, landing down in the iconic ‘superhero pose’ that Natasha had familiarised, he 
doesn’t say a word as everyone calls out in surprise that he’s there. 


“Where is he?” he says, looking around. “Did you find him? Is he alive?” 

Everyone looks at him, sad looks upon their faces. “We didn’t- we couldn’t find him.” 

“Shit,” Tony says. 

And that’s when the panic settles in. 

“Tron Man? Are you okay?” Steve whispers, noticing the camera flashes coming closer and closer. 
“No,” is all Tony says, before he returns to the skies. 


He’ ll find Peter if it kills him. And then, once the boy’s safe in his arms, he’s going to grab Fury 
and scream at him. If the kid was allowed to come home with him, he’d be safe. And now? 
They’ re not sure if he’s even alive. And if he isn’t? Weill, he doesn’t want to think about that. 


Peter 


Peter stumbles down to an alleyway, hand over a wound on his stomach from where Kingpin 
clocked him in the torso. He throws the mask off, leaning back against the wall. His head rolls, and 
he can’t breathe. 


Looking up at the sky, he watches the cluster of stars. It reminds him of the nights he spent in the 
cottage with Tony. He smiles at the familiar constellations he can now name. If he dies like this, at 
least he’ll die happy. 


Maybe... maybe one day Tony would’ ve come back for him. But apparently it just wasn’t meant to 
be. He blinks, taking a deep breath in. 


Watching one star, he tilts his head as it begins to get closer. Then he realises it’s not a star after all. 
It’s... it’s Tony. He really did come back. A smile spreads across his injured face. Hearing the 
buzz of the suit, he feels like he can close his eyes and rest. 


And the last word he hears before it fades to black (again) is a very worried (and mechanical) 
“Peter!” 


Chapter End Notes 


TW/- blood, possible suicidal ideation, torture (small) + blood 


Back To Health 


Tony’s too worried to think this through. Peter’s in his arms as they fly, and he’s not awake. Why 
isn’t he up? Please, Peter, he thinks, as he bursts into the doors of the Medbay. Startling the few 
doctors that the Avengers hire, the faceplate lifts and his identity is revealed. But he doesn’t care. 
Putting Peter down on the bed, he begs for them to help him out. Because Peter’s breathing is 
shallow and he’s a few minutes away from leaving them forever if they don’t do something about 
it. That big headed freak is going to be blown into pieces if Tony can help it. For touching Peter, 
he’s never going to live another day. 


“Calm down, Tones,” Rhodey whispers, and Tony never even realised he walked in. A mechanical 
hands lands on the shoulder plate of Tony’s armour, but Tony can feel it. He takes a breath in, 
making eye contact with his friend. “You’re no use to him if you’re overwhelmed by anger, right?” 


“Tt’s no use if he ends up dead, is it?” Tony snaps, immediately feeling bad as soon as he sees 
Rhodey’s face fall. Stepping out of the suit he flew over in, Tony watches it with a worried glare as 
he listens to the sounds of machines beeping in the back. “Sorry, man. I just- I don’t think you 
understand how much Peter means to-,”’ 


“Tony,” Rhodey interrupts, shaking his head. He grabs his friend’s shoulders, positioning him so 
that he’s standing away from the clear glass. “Of course, I know,” he says, tilting his head to the 
side with a frown. “Look, man- I tried for years to get you back from that cottage. And I know it 
wasn’t technically your choice to come back... but you would’ ve fought a lot harder if Peter didn’t 
exist. He was the reason why you came back for us, the reason why you’re not cramped up in 
those woods anymore. And now- I don’t want to hear you pretending as if he’s dying. He’s going 
to be fine. I know nothing about this kid... but, from what you’ ve said, he’s a trooper.” 


Tony stops, glancing over his friend’s face. Rhodey gives the best advice. He always has, from the 
moment Tony walked into the dorm room and found himself surrounded by people three years 
(and more) his senior in college. He was smart, of course, but he was so alone and scared of living 
by himself. Rhodey was there for him, and the younger man realised he never would’ ve made it 
out of that school alive if he wasn’t his roommate. And now, as they start doing something on 
Peter’s weak body, listening to Rhodey talk is all that’s stopping him from falling to the floor and 
sobbing every emotion out that he’s kept dormant for four years. 


“T’m sorry,” Tony whispers. 


“Why?” Rhodey asks, putting his hand on Tony’s. He holds it until Tony looks up, both of them 
making eye-contact. “Why are you sorry? We’ ve been through this, there’s no need to apologise. 
Pll always be here for you.” 


“That’s the problem. You do all of this for me, and I never bother to return all of this love you give 
me,” Tony explains, as if he can forget about everything that’s just happened as he spills his heart 
out to Rhodey. If he gets everything out, maybe there will be nothing to break anymore. “I don’t 
even ask if you’re okay.” 


“Tt’s not the time now, Tones,” Rhodey tells him. “If your kid-,” he says, stopping when Tony 
makes a face at the choice of words he uses. “What? Tell me it’s not true.”” When Tony doesn’t say 
anything else, the older man takes that as ‘it’s true, but I won’t admit it’. “Anyway- if your kid is 
hurt and close to death and you’re worrying about it- I’m not going to stop you and say ‘hey, why 
don’t we ever talk about me?’ No, Tony, that time will come.” 


“You’re the best,” Tony whispers, tears bubbling in his eyes once more. 
“Oh, I know.” 
Hours later... 


Peter’s surgery (apparently) went well, but he still wasn’t awake. He was laid on the hospital bed, 
tubes coming from everywhere Tony could see. And the blood was still there. The bruises too. So, 
that’s where they were. Tony was sat on a seat next to the bed, hand resting just by Peter’s wrist. 


Peter looks so peaceful... and quiet. Too quiet. He’s nothing like the boy Tony came to know, and 
he doesn’t like anything about it. “Hey,” the older man whispers, running a hand through the flop 
of hair that’s covering Peter’s eyes. “I should’ ve never let that pirate take you, hey?” he asks, 
frowning at him. “I could’ ve protected you. I would have. But now- now you look like this, and I 
have no idea what to do about it.” 


Tony’s bottom lips falters as he fails to stop himself from crying. Then, suddenly, as if by a quick 
switch, he’s uncontrollably sobbing over the younger boy’s body. He’s holding him by the 
shoulders, resisting this urge to stop himself from trying to shake Peter awake. He’s hiccupping, the 
tears racking through his body. “Peter,” he cries, “Please, buddy. I know that I’ve never said 
anything, but you’re like the son I never had. I love you, kid. And I’ve never- I’ve never been so 
quick to open my heart up like this. I need you to be okay. Desperately.” 


Pepper walks in, breath hitching as she watches the scene playing before her. She’s never seen her 
ex-partner quite like this before, and it scares her for a second. She walks up to the billionaire, 
wanting to tell him about what the Avengers found (considering this ‘Kingpin’ character), but 
changes her mind when she sees this. 


“Hey,” she whispers, putting a hand on his shoulder. She smiles sadly when she sees his red eyes, 
and the quick rise and fall of his chest. “He’ll be okay.” 


“Why is everyone so sure about that?” Tony asks, looking down to his feet. “ Fuck,” he curses, 
clearing the tears on his face away with the sleeve of his t-shirt. “I don’t- I don’t think that he will.” 


“Tony. We’ve got the best doctors on the case.” 


“Pepper- did you see how harsh that fight was? We might have the best doctors in the country, but 
that doesn’t mean they can create miracles,” he says, pessimistically. 


“T’ll have you know that we might,” Dr Cho says, walking in with a clipboard underneath his arm. 
She grins, shaking both of their hands and ignoring the obvious argument/tension in the room. 
“Peter’s going to be just fine, Papa bear,” she says. “In fact, I think he’ll be up and walking with us 
by tomorrow evening. If not, then we’ve got some work to do.” 


“Thank you, doctor,” Pepper replies, looking at Tony as if she’s saying, ‘I told you so’ (he doesn’t 
think it’s the time). 


When Cho leaves after checking Peter’s comatose body, Tony’s nerves are still not quelled. He’s 
breathing heavily, hands over his head as he tries to forget what’s going on in his life. He’s having 
a full-on panic attack by the time he feels Pepper trying to pry him away from the bed, and 
sometimes he wishes she never saw him like this. 


“Take a breath for me, honey,” she whispers, pressing a kiss to the back of her hand. She puts her 
hand on Tony’s heart, as if he was pressing that kiss directly to him. “That’s it,” she whispers, 
helping the man slow his breathing. “He’s going to be okay. You’re going to be okay.” 


After consoling a very panicked Tony, Pepper walks to her office and sits down with a sighing. 
Seeing that kid in the bed with all those wires... it hurt. Even if she never knew him before today. 
It was the only thing Tony would be (slightly) open about over her visits. And the way Tony stared 
at his face as he stayed glued to the chair, she wished over everything that he’d be okay. 


Now... she had the hard job. Tony said he needed to call Peter’s aunt, but he was not in the state to 
do so. So... she had to take the job. But how on earth is she going to explain what’s happening? 
She hardly knows herself. 


The phone rings once but is picked up before it reaches the second. A very worried, concerned, 
voice fills the CEO’s ears. “Hello? Is this about Peter? God, please, I hope so. He’s been missing 
for a day and I don’t know-“ 


“Mrs Parker,” Pepper interrupts. “Peter’s okay. He’s currently in the best care money can buy,” she 
tells the woman on the other side. “Don’t worry about any bill, we’re more than happy to cover it 
(up to every single penny).” 


“Sorry- who is ‘we’? And why does he need hospital care?” May asks, voice sounding more 
concerned than it had when she first picked up the phone. Pepper can imagine her holding onto the 
phone so tight that it could burst into pieces if she didn’t let go. “Please. Just tell me if my son is 
okay.” 


“Sorry, Mrs. I should’ve said that as soon as I got you on the phone,” Pepper says. “Peter’s been 
injured in...,” she tries to think of an excuse. She’s just found out that the teenager is apparently 
spider-man, and he assumes his aunt knows nothing about it. She doesn’t want to out him here, 
especially since he’ll already feel bad enough trying to get back to health. So, she tries to lie. She’s 
not sure if it works. “A, uh, he fell? Yes, one of our employees found him and knew we’d have the 
best people to help with nursing him back to normal.” She pauses. “Oh, and — this is Pepper Potts. 
CEO of Stark Industries?” 


“Sorry, miss Potts, but can you just tell me if this is real or not? I feel as if I’m still dreaming... just 
a little,” May responds, clearly confused with everything happening. Luckily, she doesn’t ask more 
questions about Pepper’s fake story. “And Peter? He’s really going to be okay.” 


“This is definitely real,” Pepper softly chuckles. “And yes. It was nothing too serious. He’s... 
sleeping right now in one of our guest rooms. [Il make sure he’!] update you as soon as he wakes 
up. I have no idea what time that’ll be... I imagine you understand.” 


“T do,” May laughs, a deep breath of relief coming through the phone. “Thank you so much for this 
phone call. ’m glad he’ll be okay.” She pauses for a second, clicking her tongue as if she’s trying 
to figure out if she should ask the question that’s dancing on her tongue. “I can’t believe I’m on the 
phone to you right now... if I’m honest.” 


“Oh?’’ 


“Yes, uh, I’m a big fan,” May softly chuckles, “My Pete is in awe of Tony as well... he was 
devastated when he stepped down. 


“Oh, that’s incredibly sweet,” Pepper responds. She resists the urge to say, “You have no idea’. But 
she thought she’d hold back from that now. 


A few hours later. 


Tony hasn’t moved from that chair in hours. And as soon as he does, Rhodey and Steve take his 


place on the ‘sentry’ post for a while (Tony’s too scared someone will come back to hurt Peter, so 
he knows he has to convince someone to stay there for a few days). And (because the kid’s a little 
asshole) as soon as the door shuts, Peter’s eyes slowly blink open. He flinches as he sees a super 
solider staring back at him. Flailing around, it takes both Rhodey and Steve three minutes to 
restrain him. 


“Peter,” Rhodey says, “It’s okay. I know you don’t know us, but we’re here with Tony. Tony 
found you, and you’re going to be fine. Can you hear me?” he tries, using similar tactics as he 
would when he finds Tony like this (wow, they’re more alike than they’ Il ever realise). “Peter,” he 
says, with the tone of voice that would make the most stubborn person turn their head. It works. 


Peter’s head slowly moves towards where the words are coming from, his whole body relaxing 
when he realises he’s freaking out in front of the Avengers... He’s just realised he’s freaking out in 
front of the Avengers! Starting to panic in a completely different way, Peter’s eyes grow wide as 
they dart around the white walls. “Holy shit,” he whispers to himself. “This is crazy.” 


“You’re a genetically enhanced super-soldier who’s lived with Tony Stark for a month in a 
deserted cottage... and this is what you think is crazy?” Steve asks, crossing his arms over his 
chest as he thinks all of this through. He hums, “Each to their own, I guess.” 


“You’re Steve Rogers,” Peter points out, “And you,” he says, looking over at Rhodey, “Are James 
Rhodes. Man, even if I was abducted by aliens or something... this would still be in my top five 
craziest life moments.” 


Rhodey laughs. Tony was right, the kid was funny. Texting Tony that Peter’s awake, Rhodey 
makes sure Peter’s breathing properly without the oxygen mask they thought he might need. He 
seems to be okay; he reckons that’s the super-healing working its magic. Peter doesn’t seem... 
good, however. But he’s smiling. He’s pretending as if nothing’s happened, as if they didn’t have 
to bring him back from the brink of destruction. And, if Rhodey didn’t know any better, he’d have 
to guess that this kid is Tony’s. Because, wow, he can’t get over the fact that these two are the 
same. 


Peter tries to stand up as he speaks with Steve, but Rhodey has to sit him back down. “No, kid,” he 
says, putting his hand on his shoulder to keep him still. “You need to rest.” 


“No, I don’t,” Peter pouts, shaking his head. “I need to get out- I-,” 


“Peter, please,” Rhodey sighs. “You need to stay in bed for a while, okay? You’ re still not back to 
health.” 


“T’ve got super healing, Mr Rhodes,” Peter responds, shaking his head. “So... I'll be fine.” 


Rhodey rolls his eyes, looking over to Steve with a knowing look. “Steve has super healing, Peter. 
He still needs to rest. Don’t you, Steve?” he asks, continuing only when Steve nods at him. “Super 
healing isn’t a lifesaver. It doesn’t make you invincible. You still need to look after yourself.” 


“Fine,” Peter huffs. 


The door swings open. Well, ‘swing’ isn’t quite the word Rhodey might use. It’s more of a smash. 
After it smashes open, a very dishevelled Tony Stark tumbles in with a lukewarm cup of coffee in 
his hand. He looks over at Peter, who was currently rambling about how he thinks Nick Fury looks 
like Mace Windu in Star Wars and finds himself more relieved than he’s been in his life. It’s only 
when everyone’s staring at him that he realises one tear has made his cheek wet. 


“Mr Stark?” Peter asks, looking at him with a frown. “Are you okay?” 


“Yeah,” Tony chuckles softly. He walks over, “I missed you, kid,” he smiles, “Next time we don’t 
see each other for a while, please don’t almost kill yourself. I would’ ve been... well, I don’t think 
I'd ever be okay.” 


“T won't,” Peter laughs. 


A day later... after a few doctors have been trying their hardest to get him up on his feet, Tony 
hasn’t left his side. And with some light encouragement, Peter’s out of the bed. “How are you 
feeling?” Tony asks as Peter finally manages to stand without assistance. They’ve got him over to 
the kitchen for a good meal, and Peter’s still getting used to all the Avengers walking around (he’s 
not sure if he’ ll ever really process that he’s seen Captain America wondering around in his tighty- 
whities). Peter’s sways a little, and Tony’s right by his side to keep him up (his heart swelling as 
Peter looks up at him with fond eyes). “Pete?” 


“Mr Stark, I’m good,” he says softly, trying his best to reassure Tony. But the other man doesn’t 
seem too convinced. “Mr Stark, I swear,” he laughs, rolling his eyes as Tony adjusts his jacket. 
“Since when did you start being all- I don’t know- fatherly like?” 


Tony drops his arm, sheepishly rubbing the back of his neck as he stumbles backwards. His back 
hits the side of a table, making him wince from the small amount of pain. “Shit,” he whispers 
underneath his breath, eyeing Rhodey for support. His best friend simply gives him the thumbs up 
from the other side of the kitchen. “Uh, I’m not- I-,” he bites his lip, frowning. Why does he 
explain that... being that isn’t something he can do right now? (Rhodey seems to think it’s exactly 
what he needs, falling completely underneath that ‘Parker’ spell as soon as they met). “I didn’t,” he 
settles with. 


“Oh, yeah, of course,” Peter says, “Sorry,” he adds. He looks a little sad, and Tony suddenly feels 
bad for upsetting the kid. He didn’t mean to... he- well, he was just scared. He still is. “Well, uh, I 
think it’s probably time I find my way back to my apartment now. My aunt-,” 


“T already called her,” Tony interrupts, “Well, Pepper did anyway. I was sort of beside myself,” he 
explains. Looking over his shoulder, Rhodey’s miming something... something that seems like ‘go 
on, you idiot, tell him’. So, he listens (it’s not like himself to do so, so Rhodey should feel 
grateful). “You mean a lot to me, bud. I never would’ ve done this whole ‘living’ thing again if I 
never met you.” He pauses, watching Peter react. “You could stay here for a while... until you 
fully recover. Pll look after you.” 


Peter smiles, forgetting all about the bruises that have stuck to him longer than they should. “Yeah, 
uh- I'd like to stay. Maybe we can get everyone to join our movie club... like old times,” he grins. 


Jealousy, Tony wonders. He feels it everywhere but has to suppress it as he returns Peter’s smile. 
“Yeah, of course,” Tony says, “Or we could go for a walk” Something falters over Peter’s face, 
and Tony sees it straight away. “Kid?” he asks, suddenly on alert (others would say it’s his 
‘fatherly’ instinct, but he’d disagree). “Are you okay?” 


“Yeah, yeah... I’m fine,” Peter says, looking down to his feet. “Uh, I was just going to ask... if 
you could take me to Ben’s grave. I haven’t spoken to him since I got back and- I don’t want to 
make him feel as if ’ ve forgot him...,” 


“Of course,” Tony smiles. 


But he’s terrified. Ben was his uncle, this father figure Peter had for his entire life. Tony’s not 


trying to worm his way into that dynamic, and he doesn’t want to piss his aunt off. He just wants to 
stay in this incredible kid’s life for as long as he can. 


“How about we go now?” He offers, before he wimps out and flees like he’s been used to. 


Peter’s more than ready to hop out onto the streets, dressed in different attire to what the leftover 
coat he wore in the cottage. This time he’s in a high-end overcoat, slacks, and an oversized graphic 
shirt. It?s an odd combination... but they wouldn’t have it any other way. He’s still struggling to 
walk as they stroll down the path, the moonlight barely illuminating where they were heading. 


Tony’s got his hand hovering by the young boy, waiting for the moment he might fall. Behind his 
back, ready for him to fall, he nods and smiles as Peter rants about how much schoolwork they’ ve 
made him do since he stepped foot into education again. Every time Tony sees him stumble, he’s 
back to the moment he found him in the alleyway and it’s hard for him to pretend as if their biggest 
worry is homework. But... he does (for now). 


By the time they’re in the graveyard, Peter’s whole demeanour changes. Sitting by Ben, Tony 
doesn’t like to eavesdrop as Peter speaks to him. He waits by the fence, confused when Peter calls 
him over. 


“Td like to introduce you,” Peter says solemnly, hand on the dirt beside the grave. 
“Okay, kid.” 


Tony sits down beside the boy, knee-to-knee. He looks at Peter, watching him wipe tears away 
with the sleeve of Tony’s sleeve. He decides, before he talks himself out of it, to wrap an arm 
around the kid. Peter responds immediately by putting his head on Tony’s shoulder, sniffing as he 
watches the stone. Tony’s never felt this comfortable sitting so close to someone, and he starts to 
wonder if maybe one day he could find it in himself to be the person Peter needs him to be. There’s 
a bit of him that wants to be a dad, that wants to be Peter’s dad. 


Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. 


“You would’ ve liked him, Mr Stark,” Peter whispers, smiling to himself. “Oh, he was the best. 
Strict, of course, but- well, he was never cruel with it. He just wanted the best for me.” 


A bird flutters past them both, landing beside them as if it wanted to listen. It chirps for a while, 
distracting Peter from his story for a second. And when they look back, a butterfly lands just by 
their feet. May has always said a butterfly coming back to you is a sign that your loved one is 
coming back to you. And Peter chuckles slightly, as if he can’t quite believe it. 


“He was funny,” the young boy continues. “Hilarious. He’d be the life and soul of the party. 
Everyone loved him.” He sniffs. “If he knew I was doing stuff like this... he would’ ve gone crazy. 
But I just know he’d be supportive.” 


“Sounds like a good man, Pete,” Tony says, holding him closer as he hears the boy starting to cry a 
little louder. “I’m so sorry that he’s gone.” 


“Tt’s not okay,” Peter sighs, “But... I think- well I'll get there one day.” 


“T know you will, sweetheart,” Tony tells him. He’s about to tell Peter that Ben’s always going to 
be proud of him (because, in his heart, Tony knows that everyone who knows Peter will be. Tony 
wants to tell him how much he loves him. How much he thinks of him as a surrogate son, but he 

wimps out. He’ll never be the type of man good enough to be a constant in Peter Parker’s life. In 
anyone’s life, he’s come to realise. Not even Pepper had the time of day for him anymore), but 


Peter suddenly goes cold. 


“There’s... there’s something coming, Mr Stark,” Peter says, all wide eyed and scared. The hair on 
top of his arm spikes up, and Tony realises this is his spider sense working in action. They both 
shoot onto their feet (it’s not fast enough. Peter didn’t have his usual speed because of his injury... 
and, well, Tony was getting older). But this ‘something’ is in front of them before they have any 
time to process it all. 


But it’s nothing bad. It’s... It’s a man in a cape. He recognises this as “Dr Strange’, one of the 
many new enhanced people that Rhodey caught Tony up on. But, not knowing what was going on, 
Tony keeps a protective arm in front of Peter to make sure there’s not a hair on his head that’s 
harmed. 


“Calm down, Stark,” Strange rolls his eyes, “I’m not here to harm Peter.” He looks up to the sky, a 
frown on his magical face. “Look, something’s coming. We need as many people as we can, and 
you two are part of the team we need to win this battle.” 


“T’m not letting him go anywhere near this ‘battle’,” Tony bites back. 
“Mr Stark,” Peter tries. 


“T almost lost you today, kid,” Tony tells him, shaking his head. “TI can’t do it again. I can’t... 
okay?” 


“It’s bigger than me,” Peter tells him. He stands in front of him, taking his hand with a sense of 
hesitation. He looks up, a determined look on his face. “We’ve got to do this. Me and you, Mr 
Stark. I got you out, you helped me after I lost my uncle... we’ ve already been through so much. 
What’s in saving the world? If anyone can do it, we can.” 


Tony thinks of the nightmares that he’s had recently, and the way he’s felt. He doesn’t know if he 
can do this, but Peter looks like he can. And he trusts this kid with everything he has. He looks at 
Strange, as if the little ‘wizard’ knows everything he’s about to do, and sighs. “Okay,” he says. 


Well, Tony figures if they’re going to save the world... he might as well be prepared for it. 


The Beginning Of An End 


Chapter Notes 


Sorry this took longer than usual! I was on a field trip with uni:) 


Tony Stark sits anxiously on a round table, all the chairs occupied by people from his past (and 
now... his present). Some of whom he’s seen since he’s returned, some of whom he’s not. He 
thought they’d all look at him, wonders forming in their mind as they struggle to comprehend that 
he’s changed, but now they’ re far too focused on saving the universe... because, as the wizard 
said, something’s coming and it’s coming now. 


In a different universe, far, far, away, this team was broken. They were not in the same room, 
amongst the same round table. In fact, three of them fled to space, one was hanging out with a 
raccoon and the others took shelter in Wakanda. In this timeline, however, it’s different. Because 
now... they’re a team. And, if they work on a strategy, they could be a strong one. 


When Tony meets the Vision, he’s in awe. Bruce mad made this, and nothing scary happened from 
it (he feels like it would’ ve gone differently if he was there). Vision’s tech is amazing, but there’s a 
tug on Tony’s heartstrings when he realises that he’s more than just a sentient robot. He’s got a 
life.... He’s got someone he loves. That person is Wanda (someone else who Tony’s come to 
know). Wanda’s strong. There’s no doubt about it. Tony can feel it. With her on their side... well, 
he feels like their chance of winning is better than he once prophesied. 


But he can’t push away that feeling in which this is familiar. A big, purple, titan with a big yellow 
gauntlet forming over his hand... that’s almost exactly what he’s been having nightmares of for 
years. Ones that now include little Peter Parker... who’s anxiously waiting outside the door for 
Tony to call him in. 


Tony doesn’t want him in the debrief. He’ll go over it later with just the two of them. He knows 
how this kid thinks, and he doesn’t want him to panic. Especially in a time like this... it’s just too 
much for a kid his age. Well, all of this is too much... but if Tony can even protect him slightly... 
then that’s what he’s going to do. 


If anxiety was a person, Tony’s sure he’d see it when he looked in the mirror. Because as he listens 
to Bruce Banner (an old friend) and Dr Strange talk about what’s happening... he can’t stop his leg 
from bouncing up and down. Steve notices this and tries to calm him down by pressing his hand 
against Tony’s shoulder... but that’s only the catalyst for Tony to completely shut down. He goes 
blank. 


“Tony?” 
“Tony, are you okay?” 
“Buddy?” 


And just before he fully goes down, the door bursts open and a panicked “Mr Stark!” is all he hears 
before his vision goes. 


Tony’s eyes blink open. He’s not sure how long he’s been down but he’s not sat up anymore. He’s 
laid down on the floor, Peter’s worried face inches away from his. The teenager doesn’t seem 
bothered about greeting the team members he’s been desperate to meet. He’s far too focused on 
making sure his ‘mentor’ didn’t just die. 


“Mr S-Stark?” The boy stutters, eyes wide like a deer in headlights. He’s gripping onto Tony’s 
shoulders, his knuckles white, and his breathing is far too heavy for the older man’s liking. When 
he realises Tony’s blinking back at him, he sighs in relief and plops back onto the floor with a huff. 
“Wow... wow, you really did make me worry then. I totally thought you just like... died in front of 
us all.” 


Even though his whole body still aches of worry, Peter’s ranting makes him chuckle. Tony groans 
as he sits up, rubbing his head which he assumes he just hit. “I’m fine, Pete. Probably just... not 
drinking enough water or something.” 


Stephen Strange (someone who Tony’s still trying to figure out) eyes him from where he’s sat, 
rolling his eyes as if he doesn’t believe Tony’s telling the truth (he’s not, of course, but that doesn’t 
mean anyone should know that). Tony thinks that he’s pretentious (and that is the truth...). 


Accepting the hand that’s already in his face (Peter’s), he’s once again surprised at the strength the 
kid has. Peter throws up him like a feather, sitting him down at the table. He rushes of with 
urgency, not saying a word. Tony doesn’t say anything, nor does anyone else, until Peter returns 
with a bottle of fresh water in his hand. He puts it front of Tony, looking down at the table as if 
he’s embarrassed. 


“Peter,” Tony smiles, putting a weak on his shoulder. Peter looks over at him, and then back at 
Tony quizzically as if he’s not sure what’s going on. “You’re far too sweet to be my- I mean, uh, 
for these lot.” He smiles as soon as Peter does, the last few minutes gone from his mind as he 
watches Peter realise who he’s in the room with. 


“Oh. My. God,” Peter gasps, nudging Tony. “Mr Stark,” he whispers, “I’m on... like- cloud nine 
right now,” he tells him. “I can’t believe I’m in a room with alllll the Avengers. I mean I’ve met a 
few of you around the tower recently, but there’s even more of you now. I’ve watched like one 
hundred documentaries on you lot... and now I’m here with you like it’s normal. It’s sort of 
blowing my mind.” 


“T like this kid,” Scott laughs, breaking the few seconds of silence. “He’s cool.” 


“Ant-man!” Peter grins, running up to him. He grabs his hand, shaking it back and forth. “Wow! 
It’s such an honour to meet you, Mr Lang. I think you’re so awesome. I like how you go really 
small. I wish I could do that. [’'d go into Mr Stark’s room and hide all of his socks.” 


“Hey!” Tony says, making Peter laugh. “Little snake,” he mumbles, crossing his arms over his 
chest. 


“Wow...” Scott grins back, as if he can’t believe someone is so excited to meet him. He looks over 
the moon (and so does Steve, who hasn’t stopped smiling since Peter started to talk). “Maybe Ill 
let you wear the suit once and you can make that reality.” 


“Uh, nope! That’s not happening. We don’t want a tiny spider crawling around the place,” Tony 
interrupts. He pats the seat next to him, smiling as Peter immediately makes his way down to it. He 
sits there, legs crossed, as he pouts. “Nope, kid. And those puppy dog eyes won’t even work this 
time, okay?” 


“Fine,” both Scott and Peter say at the same time, both obviously upset with the outcome. 


Peter goes around the table, introducing (and fan-boying) himself to every new person in the room. 
He gets more and more excited as he goes down the line, and suddenly Tony finds himself feeling 

weirdly insecure over it all. What if Peter finds someone else more suited for the role of ‘mentor’? 

What if Steve walks out of the room with his parent’s murderer and his kid by his giant shoulders? 
Tony’s not too sure if he could deal with that... no, not now. 


A few hours later after everyone’s been briefed on the titan Thanos, the mood feels... tense. Peter 
goes into the games room with Clint to play some Mario kart (Clint’s choice... he thought it might 
take the kid’s mind of the impending doom that’s coming towards them). Tony’s sat in the briefing 
room by himself when Steve walks in with another bottle of water in his hand. 


“How are you feeling?” Steve asks, a shy smile making him look more awkward than usual. He 
looks like he doesn’t know if he should be here or not, guilt still seeping into the depths of his 
face... and Tony thinks if they’re going to do this battle together... then he might as well get over 
this grudge. 


“T’m good, Steve,” Tony replies, rolling his eyes when Steve looks like he’s going to disagree. 
“T’m not. You’re right. Of course, I’m not. This stuff... it’s all so much. It’s why I left. But ’m 
going to stay here, because I want to make sure the world’s okay... for Peter and Pepper... and 
you. For all of you. I can’t be selfish anymore.” 


“You were never selfish,” Steve interjects. “Please, Tony. You’ve got to believe me. You were one 
of the best of us.” 


“But I left,” Tony replies, running an exhausted hand over his face. 


“You had the right to do so, Tony. You had just saved thousands of people from an alien invasion. 
No wonder you were messed up,” Steve tells him. “I care about you, Tony. I wasn’t going to keep 
the secret from you. I promise you... I would’ve told you about what Bucky did, but I wanted to 
make sure it was the right time. A...And it wasn’t Buck... he was mind controlled and-,” 


“Steve,” Tony smiles, shaking his head. “It’s okay, man. It’s fine.” 
“Tt’s not, Tony. Keeping it from you... it was wrong,” Steve says, sighing. 


Tony turns Steve’s hand around, interlocking their fingers. He squeezes his hand, smiling as Steve 
looks up and makes eye-contact with him. Steve has the start of tears bubbling up in his eyes, and 
Tony realises that he just needs to let the past be the past. He forgives Steve... and he starts the 
process of forgiving Bucky. For now, there’s something a lot larger happening for all of them to 
focus on. 


“T forgive you, Rogers.” 


Steve moves forward, wrapping his arms around Tony’s smaller stature. He hugs him for a few 
minutes, “God, I’m glad you met Peter,” he whispers, still holding the billionaire minutes later. “I 
really missed you, Tony. We all did.” 


“T’m glad I met him too...” 


In the other room, Peter was smashing the competition. Lapping Bucky for the second time, the 
super solider couldn’t hide his frustration. Peter hadn’t stopped laughing, filling the room with his 
angelic giggles. As Peter’s cart crossed the finish line, he props his legs up on the coffee table to 
relax. As much fun as he’s having, his eyes won’t stop darting to the door. He can’t stop himself 


from worrying that Tony’s not okay. 


“He’s fine, Peter,” Strange says, as if he’s listening to Peter’s thoughts. “He’s just speaking to 
Steve.” 


“T-I wasn’t even-“ 


“Tt’s okay,” the wizard laughs, “We all know that you are,” he adds. “It’s adorable. It’s nice for 
Stark to have that connection. It’s what he needs to get him back in the game.” 


“But... but I don’t want to force him into anything...” Peter pouts, suddenly worried that he’s 
forcing Tony into something he doesn’t want to do. 


“Tm fine, kiddo,” Tony smiles, walking in beside Steve. 


With a ‘huff’, Tony falls backwards as Peter jumps forward to wrap his arms around his waist. He 
puts his head against the man’s chest, slowly breathing as Tony’s his lifeline. Tony’s frozen for a 
second... but he comes back to the normal world only a while after. He wraps his arms around him, 
pressing a gentle kiss to the boy’s forehead. It feels natural... as if Peter’s been like a son to him 
from the start. 


“Let’s play Mario kart, Mr Stark! Mr Barnes is awful at this, so I bet you could actually give me 
some challenge... no offence, Mr Barton... you’re trying your best,” he shouts, laughing when the 
super-solider rolls his eyes. 


“It’s okay, sweetheart,” Peter hears Steve whisper as he wraps an arm over his shoulders. “You’re 
good at a lot of other stuff,” he tells him, which makes Bucky laugh. They look at each other 
weirdly... and Peter feels as if there’s some unspoken thing they’re laughing at. Something 
about... well, something Peter probably shouldn’t be looking so deeply into. 


Peter still wins the game, but Tony’s not far behind. Tony’s about to ask the kid if he wants to play 
another game, but the young boy looks absolutely exhausted. So, ignoring his teammates’ as they 
tell him how much of a dad he is, he picks the sleepy teen up and hauls him over his shoulder. 
Tony takes him to his bedroom (it was a spare room, but Tony’s already done it up to suit the boy’s 
tastes), plopping him down on the bed. 


“Night, sweetheart,” Tony smiles, brushing his hair out of his face. “Sleep tight. Everything’s 
going to be just fine, I promise you. Nobody’s ever going to hurt you... not when I’m here,” he 
whispers, pressing another kiss on the side of his head. 


Peter grumbles, fidgeting around in the bed. When Tony chuckles lowly, turning the lamp off, he 
hears the teenager say something he can’t quite hear. 


“Hm? What was that... Pete?” 
“T love you, Mr Stark,” Peter whispers. 


As if his heart was just smashed by a mallet, Tony has to cover it with his hand to keep it steady. 
His breath hitches as soon as the words escape the boy’s mouth. “Oh,” Tony whispers, sitting 
down on the chair that’s beside the bed. “More than Lego?” 


“Yeah,” Peter responds. 


“Woah,” Tony chuckles, “So... that must be a lot then?” 


“Loads.” 

“Well, guess what?” Tony questions. 

“What?” Peter whispers. 

“T love you too, bud,” Tony grins, feeling more himself than he has in a long time. 


Peter turns over in the bed, grinning back at him. He smiles widely up at Tony, both smiling so 
much... (maybe too much since they know what’s coming. But for now, they can pretend like 
life’s completely normal). 


“Well... I love you 3000.” 
“3000?” Tony gaps, “That much?” 
“Yeah,” Peter giggles. 


“Wow... three thousand,” Tony says to himself, laughing at Peter’s massive smile he can barely 
see in the darkness of the room. “I can’t believe that.” 


As Tony steps up, walking out, he watches the young boy for a second before he gently shuts the 
door behind them. He grins to himself, overwhelmed with this happy emotion for the first time in a 
long, long, time. He never thought he’d have a kid of his own... and Peter sure feels like it now. 
And that love... he never knew how deep in his veins it would go. 


Walking down the hallway, the reality of their world hits him. He wonders to his own room, 
grabbing the summary of the brief. Reading it for the second time... he thinks about how similar 
this threat sounds to the nightmares he’s had recently (again). A titan with a giant gauntlet... a 
being that could grab his kid by the throat and slam him down to the floor. And then the fear kicks 
in. 


Tony tries not to freak out, but that’s become second nature to him recently. There’s a shake in his 
breath as he sets the piece of paper down, staring against his wall as if it’s keeping Peter safe. He 
doesn’t even care about his own safety... all he wants is to make sure the teenager lives to see 
another day. Even if Tony doesn’t. If he lost Peter... everything would change. For Peter, right 
now, is the only thing giving him the energy to wake up. 


The four walls that surround him make him feel queasy, as if they were closing in on him. He 
starts to feel sick, his face going completely green. And when he closes his eyes, resting his head 
against the headboard of his bed, the titan’s popping up. And now Tony can see his face. Purple 
skin, golden gauntlet. The gauntlet’s fingers wrapping around Peter’s neck, his legs flailing about. 


Tony’s eyes open wide. He puts his hand over his heart, breathing heavily. Getting out of his bed, 
he rushes over to his bathroom and keels over. He feels sick. Putting his head over the toilet, he just 
kneels there. Staying still, the billionaire hates this feeling of uselessness and panic. He must be 
here for a while... because when someone walks in and pulls him away from the toilet, he has red 
marks on his knees that have formed from the hard floors. 


“Tony?” Pepper whispers, hair tied up. She’s wearing pyjamas, and Tony didn’t even realise it had 
got that late. He stares up at her... and it must make her worry because she frowns and tilts her 
head to the side. “Tony, please...” 


“T’m sorry,” Tony speaks back. He pulls himself away from her, resting his back against the bath. 
“T just can’t... I can’t let Peter die. I want to just put him in protective casing, somewhere far, far, 


away. I need him to be away from this ‘Thanos’, Pep. He’s my- well, it’s like he’s my kid. And I 
love him. I never knew I could feel so deeply... And, like, he makes me want to be the best 
version of myself. He makes me want to be a...dad. As weird as that sounds.” 


Pepper gently smiles, putting her hand over his cheek. “Oh, darling,” he whispers, “It doesn’t 
sound weird at all. It’s sweet,” she tells him, gently running his thumb over Tony’s cheekbone. “He 
loves you too. Everyone does.” 


“. Including you... still?” 
“Of course,” Pepper whispers. 


“So... you'll take me back?” Tony asks her, looking into her eyes. She looks so beautiful, hair 
covering her shoulders. The vest top looks painted on her. It’s a dusty pink, complimenting her skin 
tone beautifully. And all Tony wants to do is love her. All he wants is her back, sleeping beside 
him. He always slept the best whenever he felt her by his side. “Pep?” 


““’.. You’ ll hire a therapist after this big battle?” 


Tony thinks it through. He doesn’t plan on making it to the ‘after’, of course, so he can just pretend 
that he’ Il walk into a therapists office after this is all over. So... as he whispers his ‘yes’ to Pepper, 
he feels guilty once he sees her eyes light up. But for as long as he can have his soulmate in his 
life... he’d take every second. 


“You promise?” Pepper asks. 
“Yeah,” Tony nods. 


“You’re being serious? I hope you’re not just saying it... or doing it for me. It needs to be for 
yourself, Tones. And- and you’ ve got to mean it. It’s a serious thing that you need to think about. I 
won’t force you into it.” 


“Pep,” Tony interrupts. “I mean it, okay?” 


Pepper grins widely. Leaning in, she presses a chaste, short, kiss to Tony’s lips. It feels like coming 
home, and Tony loses himself in the feeling. He sneaks forward, wrapping his arms around her. 
Sitting down, he pulls her into his lap and deepens the kiss. As he kisses her, it’s like nobody else 
exists in their world. He puts his hands in her hair, grinning at how soft it feels. He holds it like an 
old friend. He tries to figure out where she likes his hands to be, or how rough she wants to kiss, 
and it all comes back naturally to him. 


Tony pulls away, resting their foreheads together. “I love you,” he whispers, saying those three 
words for the second time that day (after not saying it for years). “Honestly, Pep. I adore you. I 
should’ve never... never, ever, left. I should’ ve stayed with you. I could’ ve just destroyed the suits. 
Or- or I could’ ve just been strong. I could’ve been Iron Man. I could’ve told the world- I-,” 


“Then you wouldn’t have met little Peter,” Pepper responds, winking. She wraps her arms around 
him, resting her head against his shoulder. “All things happen for a reason,” she whispers, pressing 
a gentle kiss against the billionaire’s neck. “And it doesn’t matter now. You’re here now, aren’t 
you?” 


“T am,” he whispers, “And so are you.” 


“Tam,” she smiles into her neck. 


As Tony finally finds himself on cloud nine, lying next to Pepper after a very good night, he hears 
the assemble alarm (something he almost forgot the sound of) go off. He jumps out of bed (making 
sure to press a kiss on Pepper’s head first). Tapping his chest, the nano-bot suit encloses him and 
allows him to fly down to where the rest of the team awaits. 


“T’ve just got a beacon from King T’Chal-,” 


“Oh!” someone says, dropping upside down from the ceiling. It’s Peter. Of course, who else would 
it be? Hanging onto the ceiling with one of his webs, he tugs the mask off. His hair bounces out. 
“Sorry I’m late. This whole thing is a maze, I swear. Now... what were we on about?” When Steve 
looks at him weirdly, he awkwardly chuckles. “Sorry!” 


“As I was saying...” The captain says, smiling slightly at Peter’s childlike enthusiasm. “I’ve just 
got a beacon from King T’Challa. He says that Wakanda is a safe place to plan our attack. He says 
he can feel that the threat is only days away... or maybe even a few hours, so we should make our 
way over as soon as possible.” 


“Wakanda?!” Peter gasps, “No... way! That’s so cool!” 


“Yeah, kid. Impending doom... it’s awesome,” Sam Wilson says, dryly, but Peter thinks he’s being 
serious, so he just grins more. 


Steve glares at his friend, as if he’s saying he shouldn’t be cruel to the innocent kid. Sam just flips 
him off, but he’s still smiling and laughing. Peter doesn’t seem too bothered, too excited about 
meeting a king to even care. He’s crawling around on the ceiling to get closer to the Iron Man suit. 
He jumps on Tony’s shoulder, spooking the man out of his skin. He sticks to the suit and laughs 
when it opens up. 


“Sometimes I forget why you call yourself ‘Spider-man’... and then you do things like this,” Tony 
grumbles. 


“T thought we could fly to Wakanda together, Mr Stark,” Peter grumbles, holding onto Tony by the 
metal plates on the suit. “Think of it as a bonding exercise...” 


“Tt’s because you don’t like planes, isn’t it?” 
“How did you even know that?” Peter pouts, still sticking his ground on Tony’s shoulders. 


“T know a lot of things,” Tony smiles. But he turns serious, “I listen to you, Parker,” he tells him. 
Stopping, he makes eye contact with the boy. “And fine. P’Il take you to the place where I’ve never 
been before. It’ll be fine. It’s not like we'll get totally lost or anything, is it? Good idea, Pet-“ 


“T can just ask Mr Rhodes to give me a lif-,” 
“No,” Tony interrupts. “It’s fine. I can do it.” 


Tony flips the bird over at his best friend as he hears Rhodey stifle an obvious laugh. The mask 
comes back over his face, closing himself off from people looking at him. He doesn’t want anyone 
to notice how he got jealous at Peter even considering travelling with another flying man in a metal 
suit. 


“Well... we'll meet you there, Cap,” Tony says, saluting. “Peter?” he asks. When the boy looks 
down at him, he smiles. “Hold on,” he says, the suit taking flight. The suit flies out of the window, 
Peter holding on. He screams as they go, making Tony laugh. 


Tony remembers back to when he said he wasn’t like a father to Peter... right to his face. But then, 
as they fly through the sky together, he realises he has been since the moment the young boy 
collapsed onto his dock. And as Peter grins, telling Tony about everything he sees on the horizon, 
Tony knows he’ll never be happy again if Peter was to somehow walk out of his life. Having a 
kid... even if Peter isn’t biologically his, well... it’s completed him. 


Hours later, as the sun’s rising in Wakanda, they arrive. The quinjet is already there, meaning the 
two of them were late (which Tony didn’t like. He had bet Steve they’d get there first). Peter jumps 
down from Tony’s shoulders, looking around the world with this look of wonder on his face. Tony 
looks at him, trying to remember what his face looks like. Because what if he loses him... 


Peter sees the king. He gasps. Tony laughs as he runs over. 


But just as Peter’s about to talk, they see bullets hitting the side of the shield that’s keeping them 
safe. Peter looks terrified, and all Tony wants to do is reassure him. But they’ ve trained for this... 
as a team. Tony grabs Peter’s wrist, pulling him by his side. 


“Suit up, kiddo. It’s time,” he says, giving the teenager a pat on the back for good luck. 


The Final Fight...? 


Tony Stark doesn’t get scared. No, he hasn’t felt like that in a while (and he’s totally telling the 
truth... if he forgets the countless number of nightmares he’s suffered through from day to night). 
Not for himself, anyway. But what he does get is... anxious (if he’s being honest). And as 
thousands of Thanos’ soldiers surround Wakanda... he’s shaking like a leaf. He’s terrified that the 
best kid he knows is going to end up as part of the dirt on the floor. He’s nervous that after this... 
he might not ever see the smile of Peter Parker again. And that? That would be a travesty. 


Scooting over an inch to cover Peter, Tony stands with his wrist raised up to the borders. Vision’s 
behind them with Shuri (who might be smarter than him... but that’s a whole other story for 
another day) trying to get that gem out of his forehead. Because that’s what the titan’s after... a 
bunch of stones that apparently are enough to decide the fate of trillions that live amongst the 
surrounding universes. 


Thanos only has one of said stones but even that gives him a power that a lot of people on this 
battlefield won’t be able to fathom. He’s not here yet, but the team that predeceases him is enough 
to make Tony feel anxious once more. An anxiety that racks through his body, an anxiety that 
would bring him to his knees if he didn’t have that urge to protect a teenager who shouldn’t be 
here. He shouldn’t be a sacrifice to save the universe... and the billionaire was going to make sure 
of that. Even if he’s the one that takes his place. 


“T’m getting the hebegebees, Mr Stark!” Peter exclaims, looking over at him as he fishes around to 
grab his mentor’s hand. He holds it so tight that Tony groans, not before snorting at what the kid 
said to him. 


Looking over at Peter, he thinks of the joke he’s about to crack in response. But then he sees that 
behind the attempted humour, the young boy looks broken. “Pete,” Tony says, softly. He gently 
manoeuvres the boy so that they’re face-to-face. “You’re going to be fine. Nothing’s going to 
happen to you, I promise. Not when I’m here.” 


“Tt’s not me that I’m worried for,” Peter sheepishly admits, staring at Tony. “I can’t lose you, Mr 
Stark. I... [don’t think I'd get through it,” he tells him, his voice faltering. Tony’s pretty sure his 
hands would be shaking if he didn’t have such a grip on them. “I need you here.” 


“Kid...” Tony smiles, sighing. He looks at him fiercely, raising an eyebrow. “Do you really think 
some lowlife like Thanos can get rid of someone like me? I'd like to see him try,” he winks. 


“Now you’ve done it!” Sam Wilson says from the back, flinching when the biggest spaceship 
lands. 


A big, purple, domineering figure emerges and glances over them like he’s seen bigger crowds 
before (he probably has). But has he ever met the Avengers? No, no he hasn’t. And this team 
hasn’t lost before. And now that they’re all back together, after training for years (some of them), 
it’s time to face the fight of their lives. 


“Avengers...” Steve cries, front and centre. He looks around at the people standing behind him, all 
of them willing to put their lives on the line for the good of the people. He smiles, getting his shield 
ready. “Assemble!” 


Tony lets go of Peter’s hand. He watches him swing away, and there’s that empty feeling again. 
Tony has never had that one person in life he’s loved unconditionally since the moment they met. 


Rhodey was intimidating at first (considering their age gap, and that Tony was only fifteen when 
they met) and he was too intimidated by Pepper to ever open his heart to welcome that feeling. But 
with Peter... it was like he was finally somebody to someone. He wasn’t the rich ‘Tony Stark’ or 
the undercover ‘Iron Man’. He was just Tony. A man who opened his home, who was kind... and 
who wasn’t really broken at all. Peter taught him he’d be fine. He showed him he could step 
outside that cottage, back to reality... and he’d be okay. Not amazing... but that was life. He could 
be... normal. And now... every time Tony sees those innocent eyes light up, he can’t help but 
think he saved his life. 


A true love between a father and son goes both ways. They might not be related biologically. But 
family isn’t always blood. Family is what you make it, and sometimes you chose the ones you hold 
closest to your heart. When Peter looks around to make sure Tony’s still in the air, he fears that 
he’ ll find another ‘father’ dead on the ground. But he can’t hide away from it. He can’t sit and cry 
like he did when Richard Parker died, or when Ben Parker did. Because he has a job to do here. It’s 
enough pressure to make someone crack... but Peter’s feeling okay. So far. 


Hundreds of their army perish underneath the cruel torment of the invasion. Peter watches people 
die underneath him, and all he must do is keep going otherwise he fears he might end up as one of 
them. It’s brutal. Bodies go flying, people are screaming. Peter’s ears are sensitive to the sounds. 
He can hear everything. Meaning he could hear people’s hearts stopping. He could hear small 
whispers of people begging for their lives. He could hear a spear piercing through the skin. It’s not 
something he’d recommend someone listen to, and all he wants to do is plug his ears and hide. But 
he’s got this power, so he must use it. As someone brilliant once told him ‘With great power... 
comes great responsibility’. 


It goes on for hours... until... 


Given the job to protect vision by all costs, the young teenager spots the titan crashing through the 
crowds in the direction of Peter’s favourite android. So... he tries to be the blockage. He jumps in 
front of Thanos, landing a weak punch on the side of his head. 


“Pathetic,” he cries, putting his big hand around Peter’s neck. The teenager feels his airways shut, 
his lungs trying to get the last bit of breath as it closes off. He struggles, hands flying up to try and 
pry the fingers away from him. He kicks his legs... over and over again. He’s trying. But it doesn’t 
seem to be enough. And as he imagines himself turning blue, all he sees is a whole team of people 
coming their way before he closes his eyes. 


Tony’s seen this before. He’s seen Peter die multiple times. In fact, he sees it every single time he 
closes his eyes. It’s in every nightmare. Thanos is always the culprit. Tony’s studied the scene, and 
he’s tried so hard to save the kid each time. But it never works. This time, however, as a pure rage 
overtakes him... he finds the key in saving Peter. He lurches forward, using the extra-power in his 
thrusters to pick up as much speed as he can. He grabs the titan’s hand, pulling it down in one swift 
movement. And Peter drops. He doesn’t look responsive. He lies there, as stiff as a wooden plank, 
and Tony knows he has to get revenge. 


Seeing red, Tony goes berserk. He gets hit after hit (after hit), and surprises even himself at the 
power he holds. He doesn’t know when it stops, but all he knows is he can feel a huge pain in his 
side. Somehow, the nanotech failed by his torso. And Thanos has put a knife through him. 
Clutching a hand over the wound, Tony kneels. 


“You try and save this feeble world, Stark?” the man says, gripping him by the hair and forcing 
him to make eye-contact as blood pours out of his mouth. “Is it not the one you’re too scared to 
live in? The same one that has caused you so much pain and suffering? If my plan works, no-one 


will live through the same amount of pain you have. Can’t you see? I’m a hero... just like you.” 


Tony laughs, flinching when that causes him too much pain. “A hero?” he shakes his head, “ You 
wish,” he taunts. “This is genocide. This doesn’t help anyone. All you want to do is cause pain. 
Your world was destroyed, wasn’t it? You just want everyone to feel the same way you do.” 


All his little speech does is anger Thanos. He pulls a little harder, before tossing Tony’s injured 
body down next to Peter. Peter’s awake now, looking at the older man with wide, horrified, eyes. 
“No, no, no,” he says, putting both his hands on Tony’s cheeks. “Please, no. Please. Tony, no!” 
he’s crying, trying to keep the man’s head up as well as putting pressure on the wound. He lets 
Thanos walk past them, too much in his own mind to even notice. “You promised, Tony. You told 
me you’d be fine, and you promised. You can’t leave me too.” 


“Peter,” Tony coughs. He looks at him in the eyes, a weak smile forming on his face. “You saved 
me, kid. You changed my life, and I’ll always be grateful. But sometimes... sometimes it’s too 
little to late. I’ve had my life, kid... now go and live yours for me, okay?” 


“No!” Peter shouts, putting their foreheads together as he sobs. Peter’s tears fall onto Tony’s face, 
but the man doesn’t say a word for it. “Tony! Don’t go. Please,” he rants. He looks down at his 
blood-covered hands. They won’t stop shaking. They’re not good enough to stop the bleeding. 
He’s failing, and Tony’s going to die because of him... “I love you,” he whispers. 


“T love you too,” Tony whispers, before he closes his eyes and drifts away. 


Metres away, Thor Odinson goes for the head and a titan’s skull rolls past Peter... but he doesn’t 
see any of it. He’s too distraught. He’s too busy crying (hyperventilating) over Tony Stark’s body. 
He’s still got his forehead against Tony’s, grabbing his hands as he whispers “No,” and “We won,” 
over and over. And as Steve grabs his small frame, prying him away from Tony, he screams. He 
screams for ages as they take Tony’s body to the Medbay (holding onto a small pocket of hope that 
he hasn’t left them), only relaxing when he’s out of breath. He lies there, silent, as Steve walks him 
across the battlefield... the field that’s filled with fallen soldiers he talked to only moments before. 


“Hey bud,” Natasha whispers to him as they sit in one of the many living rooms in the Wakanda’s 
guest house. She kneels in front of him, taking his hand. “Can you look at me please?” 


Peter nods, exhausted. He turns his face and wonders why the woman’s breath hitches. He’ll never 
know it was because of the number of bruises that litter his face. He’s got scratches, cuts (some 
that would’ ve scarred if he wasn’t enhanced), and blood all over him and it feels a little too much 
for someone so young to go through. 


“Hey,” she smiles. She leans up, brushing some dirt away from his hair. “How are you feeling?” 


Peter ignores the question, turning his head to the door as if he expects Tony to be standing there. 
“Ts he alive?” he asks, heart beating like a drum as he awaits more bed news. “Please... just tell 


” 


me. 


“T’m not sure,” she says. “But honestly? It doesn’t look good. They’ ve got the best doctors in there 
working on him, and it could’ ve been a lot worse. Just... just don’t get your hopes up, kid.” 


“Oh,” Peter says, defeated. She looks away from Natasha, curling up into a ball by a tower of 
blankets. He closes his eyes, trying to imagine himself somewhere else... Before long, he unravels 
himself and blinks softly at Natasha who’s still waiting their patiently. He looks at her, hoping his 
silent expression would form into sentences. “Can... can you just sit with me for a while?” he says 
after a while, realising he couldn’t telepathically ask her. 


“Of course.” 


And that’s exactly what Natasha does. She joins the teenager, putting an arm around him as she 
puts on his favourite film. Peter wants to ask how she knows... but he figures it must’ ve been 
something to do with Tony. He rests his head against Natasha’s shoulder and... hopes. 


Nobody likes a hospital, especially the person who must lie there. But when they’re deep in a 
coma, it’s quite hard to resist. Tony’s attached to more machines than Rhodey can even name. But 
for the first time in a while, his friend looks... peaceful. He sits by the bed, running his thumb 
against the soft skin on the man’s hand. There are so many tubes, but they’re the only thing 
keeping him alive. Without their assistance, they would have to bury him six feet underground... 
and Rhodey doesn’t even want to think about that now. 


Pepper walks in, looking as if she’s just walked out of the helicopter that she would’ ve arrived in. 
Her hair is all over the place, her bag slung over her shoulder, and her blazer is half-of-half-on. As 
soon as she sees Tony lying there, she lets out a half-cry-half-scream. 


“Oh, Tony,” she says, stepping over to the bed. “Oh, god. Oh. How- why- oh my god, Rhodey,” 
she rants. She has no idea what to say. “We just got him back.” 


“IT know,” he whispers. 


“Just got him back,” she echoes, broken. Sitting down on the side of the bed, she looks down at 
him with a sad look on his face. “Tony,” she sighs, “If you can hear us... please keep trying. 
You’ ve been gone for so long, and all we want to do is get you back. We love you so much, baby. 
We know you’ ve been through so much and all we want to do is help...” 


‘All we want to do is help’ echoes in Tony’s mind. He’s trying so hard to grab the room’s 
attention... because, as far as he knows, he’s still alive. He’s by the door of the hospital room, 
staring at his own body as people beg him to come back. There’s a bit of him that wants to give up, 
to just walk out of the room into that bright, white, light... but Pepper’s holding onto him so tightly 
that he can feel it. People need him still... and he wants to get better for them... but something’s 
holding him back. 


‘Come home, Tony’ he hears a familiar voice say from the abyss, and he’s sure it’s his mom 
calling for him. ‘Let’s be a family again, sweetheart. Just the three of us again. You’ ll be happy’. 
It’s saying, but Tony doesn’t believe it. He doesn’t think so, anyway. Because he was never happy 
with them. He was just a forgotten thing they made for status alone, something they pried off to 
the nanny as soon as they started their shift. But then he hears his real father’s voice. Jarvis. ‘Come 
on, master Tony. I have a hot cup of cocoa waiting for you as soon as you’re ready’. 


Tony steps closer... and the machine’s are beeping. Doctors rush in. Is this the end? 


But then a little kid walks in. People try and force him out of the room, and Tony’s vision can’t 
quite make out who it is. All he hears is the anguish in his young voice. 


“Mr Stark,” he cries, “Mr Stark, please,” he tries again. “Mr Stark! Don’t go! We need you. I need 
you, please!” 


Peter, Tony realises. Tony remembers he’s a sort of father. He’s a boyfriend. He’s a best friend. 
He’s a hero. He’s got so much left to do. He’s got so much more to live for. This isn’t the end of 
the road for him just yet. The mug of cocoa will have to wait... he won’t be having that for a long, 
long, time. 


He can’t leave Peter. 

He can’t leave Pepper. 
He can’t leave Rhodey... 
He can’t... leave. 


With a deep breath, Tony shoots up in the bed and looks around the room like he can’t quite 
believe he’s there. Every doctor in there is shocked, as if he’s a miracle of science (he always has 
been). They do a once-over by the wound. As Peter says, they do some ‘doctor’ stuff, and then 
leave the room. 


“So... you’re the teen that saved Tony’s life?” Pepper asks, a huge (relieved) smile on her face. 
“Tt’s so nice to finally meet you in person. All I’ve seen of you is when I walked in on Tony crying 
over you after... well, I’m sure you remember the last time you were in hospital?” 


“*’..Was that after the kidnapping/thing with Kingpin or when I thought I broke my arm when I ran 
out of webs?” Peter asks, glancing over at Tony with a confused look on his face. 


“When on earth did you run out of webs?” Tony asks, eyes wide. 


“Oh yeah. I refused to go to the hospital. May thought I might’ve broken it from ‘football’ practice. 
But we don’t have enough money to check it out anyway. Plus, I can’t risk them taking blood. 
They’d see my creepy spider DNA,” he explains. He bites his lip, standing awkwardly underneath 
the harsh gazes of the three adults. “Anyway!” he says, “It is lovely to meet you in better(ish) 
circumstances. And, uh, Mr Rhodes. Good to see you.” 


Pepper chuckles, “Tony always said you were funny,” she mentions, putting a hand on her 
boyfriend’s shoulder. “Said you were sweet, kind, selfless, smart... and, oh, so much more.” 


“Pepper,” Tony mumbles. 


“Honestly, Pete,” Pepper starts. “I’ve never met anyone who has a bigger stake of Tony Stark’s 
heart. You’ve wormed your way in, which means you’re never getting out of it either.” 


Tony goes to say something, but Peter cuts him off. “I wasn’t planning on going anywhere,” he 
tells Pepper, sounding as defiant as ever. “I’m going to be by your side forever, Mr Stark. You 
can’t get rid of me.” 


Tony looks up at the kid fondly, grabbing his hand. “I love you, buddy. You’ re the best kid that I 
could’ ve asked for.” 


Peter’s eyes sparkle at the compliment, his smile brighter than the lamp the hospital had provided 
them. “I love you too. You’ re the best dad that I could’ ve asked for,” he tells him, reassuring the 
billionaire that the feeling is mutual (especially since the first time they said it... Tony was quite 
literally dying in his arms). 


“Oh shit,” Peter quickly says, “I gotta go call Aunt May!” he yells, leaving a kiss on Tony’s 
forehead before he rushes out of the room. 


“He sure is something else,” Rhodey laughs. 


Peter finds an isolated corner of the guest suite, tapping his first anxiously against the floor. He 
hopes it isn’t too late for May... he wouldn’t want to wake her up. But when she picks up... she 


doesn’t seem to believe his lies. 


“Oh, come on Aunt May... I’m totally at Ned’s house. So, uh, I’m afraid I cannot assist you with 
the grocery shopping,” Peter says into his phone, not before wincing when he realises that he’s got 
multiple missed calls from her. “Because... [am... at Ned’s house.” 


“Liar,” May says, but Peter can hear the stifle of a laugh. “I was just over there... thinking that 
would be your answer. Imagine my surprise when you were nowhere to be found? Well, kid, you’re 
lucky you called me right now... I was about to call the police to report a missing person’s case.” 
Both are silent, neither knowing what to really say. May’s the first to pick the conversation up 
again. “So... are you going to tell me?” 


“T don’t think you’d believe me if I tried,” Peter says, staring at May’s disbelief as he accepts the 
‘video call’ option. 


“Ohhh, looks fancy. Are you at Harry’s place?” she asks. 


“No... uh, I’m in Wakanda. With the Avengers.” He pauses. She really does deserve the truth, 
doesn’t she? It’s not fair of him to keep her in the dark like this. Otherwise, she would’ ve been up 
for ages... just waiting for him to come back. “It’s because I’-“ 


May bursts out a laugh. “Come on, Pete. Just tell me the truth. I promise you that I would never be 
mad. Well... I could. But not in this particular moment.” 


“’..May... I’m not sure what to say here. I’m telling the truth,” Peter pouts... figuring out how he 
might prove it. Then, like the golden ticket, the golden Adonis walks in. “Mr Rogers?” Peter calls 
out and smiles as he makes his way over. “My aunt doesn’t believe I’m with you.” 


Steve takes the phone out of Peter’s hand, staring into the lens. “Mrs Parker,” he smiles, “It’s an 
honour to meet you. Your son is a hero... we thank you for raising such an amazing boy,” he 
salutes, before returning the phone back to Peter. His head props into the frame one more time, 
“Oh, and yeah- this isn’t a dream,” he winks, before the leaving the room with two coffees. 


“’..Okay, yeah. I believe you.” 


Hours later, however, as Peter sits on a balcony staring out at the Wakandan villages... it all goes 
wrong. He feels as if he’s on cloud nine, as if nothing could beat his mood. They won! He’s seeing 
something most people could never even dream of... and Tony’s alive. Right? But as he’s about to 
step into bed, Rhodey bursts in. 


“Peter, it’s Tony. Something’s wrong.” 


They run downstairs. Bursting into Tony’s hospital room, Peter’s lost for words. There’s sweat 
pouring down the billionaire’s face. It looks as if he’s struggling to keep his eyes open, and 
Pepper’s staring down at him with a pain in her eyes that Peter recognises too much. Tony’s eyes 
cast over to the kid, and a soft, painful, smile spreads over his face. Peter’s heart breaks. 


“But- you were fine earlier and-,” 
“IT know,” Tony whispers. 


“It’s not fair,” Peter sniffs, shaking his head. “It’s not fair, Tony. Please.” He rubs his eyes and 
feels the wetness of his tears sticking to his knuckles. “We have so much more to do and-“ 


“Pete, come here,” Tony says, weakly. “Please.” 


Peter slowly steps over, taking Tony’s hand. He stares down at him, bottom lip blubbering. “Don’t 
go again.” 


“Oh, I think I just got déja vu.” 
“Mr Stark, that’s not funny,” Peter says, a hint of a smile on his face. 


“Kid, I love you. More than anything, and that’s scary. It terrifies me. I used to say I couldn’t get 
scared. But leaving you? It freaks me out. Knowing I’m not going to watch you grow... to see you 
change the world. It’s shit,” he says, taking a break as his body starts to shut down. He looks over 
to the monitor, a sigh leaving his mouth. “God,” he mumbles, “Do you know what, kid?” 


“W-What?” 


“T haven’t had the best life, especially in the last four years,” he says. “But if I had to do it again... 
I would. Do you know why?” 


Peter tilts his head to the side. ““N-no, I don’t.” 


“Because it led me to you,” Tony whispers. “All that pain, all that anguish, all that... well, all that 
loneliness and all those nightmares... the result was you. My Peter.” He squeezes his hand, “I’ve 
signed my company to you. My cottage. My assets. You’ll have everything, kid.” 


Peter shakes his head, a tear falling down his cheek. “No,” he interrupts. “I don’t want your money, 
Mr Stark. All I want is you.” 


“T love you, Peter,” Tony whispers, before he closes his eyes. 
“Tony, no!” Peter shouts. Oh... not again. Not again! 


The three people in the room cry, and scream, as they try and get Tony to wake up again. The 
monitor hasn’t shut off, however, there’s still a heartbeat. And as the door opens, Shuri walks in 
and rolls her eyes. 


“Oh, you Americans. You’ re all so dramatic,” she says. She walks over to Tony, putting her palm 
over his head. “It’s the medicine. The side-effect makes him dreary and can cause delusions. Did 
you even read the pamphlets we gave you?” she asks them, huffing when they all shake their heads 
sheepishly. “Of course,” she mumbles, “Nobody ever does, do they? I'll have to ask the art 
department if they’d like new jobs.” She looks between them, a soft smile on her face. “Look, your 
billionaire friend and lover will be just fine. He’ ll just be asleep for a long time, okay? He’s tired.” 


And, with that, Peter’s not sure what to think. Because all this hope he’s had inside has been played 
like a fiddle, crushed up and torn out of him before he can use it. He’s seen Tony almost die... two 
times in under five hours. So... he does what he knows best. Asking T’Challa to give him the 
easiest way out of Wakanda, he runs. And he makes his way back to a familiar village. 


Sitting in the cottage where he met his mentor, he stares at the surrounding walls that had become a 
second home to him... not that long ago. He wonders how Tony stayed here for so long... so 
alone. He curls up on the cushions, trying to pretend his mentor’s right beside him like they used to 
be. Shuri might’ ve said Tony would wake up soon, but there’s no point in pretending as if she’s 
telling the truth... is there? After all, everyone he ever loved left him eventually. 


And Tony will just be another on the list. 


Healing 


Chapter Notes 


TW- There’s a moment that could be interpreted as suicide, so please be careful if that 
triggers you! 


Peter slowly walks through the old cottage, looking both familiar and foreign at the same time. It 
lacks so much... life. He looks over to the couch, his heart stammering as he remembers just how 
much they’ve been through since they were here last. 


Tony had just shown him some plans for an Iron Man suit he wanted to make one day. His smile 
was so wide, and Peter wasn’t sure if he had ever seen the man so happy. But as soon as he looked 
up, meeting Peter’s eye-line, that smile faltered and he was back into that... well, Peter wasn’t so 
sure how he’d explain it. He just looked... tired. And the young teenager knew that probably 
wouldn’t go away... ever. 


Life hit Tony repeatedly, bashing him before he had the chance to ever get up. And now he had 
become a recluse, a shell of a man he used to be. The person in front of him was the opposite of 
‘Tony Stark’ the man who Peter looked up to, the type of man who had a quip for everything 
someone would say. But this new Tony, Peter realised he liked him a lot more... he’s more... real. 


Tony must’ve realised Peter was watching him, so he scooted over the sofa until his head was 
resting up against the armchair. He leaves the plans with Peter, sighing to himself. He lets his eyes 
shut, and Peter’s left there to stare off at the walls all by himself. 


Peter remembers standing up, putting the soft blanket over the other’s body. Tony falters a little as 
he feels it, blinking. Peter sees him wake up, but he doesn’t bother to say anything about it. All he 
does is nod, his mind mixing up Ben and Peter. And before either of them might freak out, the 
young teen leaves and goes to his room. 


Peter sees the blanket from that old moment sitting over the back of the sofa, draped in a way that 
looks inviting. He ignores it, however, because who is he to experience comfort when Tony’s in 
the Medbay by himself... alone. 


He walks aimlessly to the porch, staring over the land that’s no longer covered completely in snow. 
He could easily walk through it, he should... but all he wants to do is hide. Maybe he can finally 
comprehend why Tony did all of this. To shut himself away from the rest of the world, it’s 
strangely... calming. 


Just as he’s about to turn around, to find the bedroom he spent so much of his time in, Peter hears a 
small noise coming from the ground. When he looks down, he sees the rabbit that Tony called 
Platypus. That rabbit would return every single day Peter was here, blinking up at him with beady 
eyes until someone gave him food. He was loyal, sweet, and god- reminded Peter too much of 
Tony (if the cottage wasn’t already doing so). This rabbit, although you might not think it from 
your first look, has so much determination in it. Even if no-one was here to greet it, it would return. 
Peter likes to think it was checking up on them. 


“Hey buddy,” Peter whispers, kneeling close enough for the animal to notice. It bounces over to 


him, sniffing his hand. It stays there, looking around as if he was waiting for the billionaire to 
come out. “Yeah, I miss him too. I don’t know if he’s going to be okay and-,” Peter sniffs, wiping 
some tears away with the end of his sleeve. ““That’s what happens when people get too close to me. 
They die. So- I had to run. I had to make sure I was nowhere to be found. What use am I to Tony 
when it’s my fault he might die?” The rabbit makes a noise, nudging Peter’s hand with his nose. 
Peter sniffs. “Yeah, yeah- sorry. I know. I wish I could take you home- but I’d probably just ruin 
you too.” 


Peter must rant for hours, because by the time Platypus leaves to join the other rabbits... it’s dark. 
Dark enough for the stars to come out. And Peter panics. Because this was their thing. They’d sit 
out on this porch, in silence, and watch the world go by. And it catches him off guard. His heart 
speeds up, and he hears it beat. Squeezing his eyes, he tries to imagine that he’s somewhere else. 
But it doesn’t work. 


Peter takes his knees up to his chest. He sits there, not knowing what to do but stay still. The thing 
is, as much as Peter tells himself it’s all his fault- in reality, he knows it’s not. But his mind won’t 
stop screaming at him. ‘If you never collapsed on this porch, Tony would’ ve never come out of the 
shadows. Iron Man would’ ve been a thing from the past once more... and he’d be okay, right? 


What Peter doesn’t know is... Tony’s life would’ve gone a completely different way if he never 
stumbled in. Even the smallest of changes can end up making a completely different timeline, and 
that one evening where Peter fell didn’t lead to Tony’s death. In fact, it saved his life. 


In a different universe, far, far, away. Nobody shows up on Tony’s porch. No funny, smart, and 
brilliant kid ever finds his way to him. Tony stays alone. And one week after Peter would’ve been 
there, he breaks. He cries himself to sleep harder than the night before, and the pain from his past 
and present becomes way too much. And that... that’s it. Nobody ever sees him again 


Everyone lives without the knowledge that Tony Stark has died. The Avengers lose against Thanos, 
and half the population was snapped away. And nobody knows how to fix it, as their biggest mind 
is nowhere to be found. The world never... ever recovers. 


Peter stays out in the dark for hours. His perception of time fades. He’s tired, but he doesn’t even 
think about sleeping. He’s about to change his mind when a pair of headlights drive up to the 
porch. They set off alarms, but Peter can’t move from his spot to turn them off. He’s too... upset. 


Natasha Romanoff steps out. She’s wearing her uniform, but with her hair out of the bun she 
normally has it in. She looks over at Peter sadly, her hand still resting on the roof of the car. Peter 
doesn’t know her well at all. He barely saw her during the battle. And- he really didn’t have time to 
exchange any questions when fighting for his life. Tony used to speak about the team in the 
cottage, and he always said she was the most intimidating person ever as well as the kindest. Peter 
had already decided he liked her. 


“You have a lot of people worried, Parker,” she says, “Including Tony. Who’s awake, by the way.” 
Peter shakes his head, “You’re lying,” he whispers. 

“Now, why would I do that?” 

“T don’t know! To try and get me to come back with you to see Tony and die- and-,” 


“Peter,” Natasha interrupts. She walks over, kneeling down in front of him just like Peter had done 
with the rabbit. She puts her hand on his knee, “It’s not your fault. None of this is.” 


“Tt is- and- and you’re lying to me- I-,” Peter stutters, but when he looks up at Natasha... he 
breaks. 


Tears burst out of his eyes. They pour down, and he’s crying so much that he starts to 
hyperventilate. Natasha immediately picks him up, holding him so close that he can smell her 
perfume. She puts a hand in his hair as she hums a song from her home country. Rocking him back 
and forth, Natasha sighs to herself. The world was so harsh, and it had given its worst to this young 
kid boy. And a boy who was so good. It wasn’t fair. If she could take all his pain and throw it on 
top of hers, she would. But unfortunately, that just wasn’t possible. 


“T promise you, my darling,” Natasha whispers. “You’re not cursed, you’re not at fault, and you 
deserve everything.” She kisses the side of his head, leaning out of the hug. She puts her hand on 
his cheek, gently squeezing it. “You’re the best we all know, Parker. And that’s nota lie.” 


Peter nods, looking ever as young with red eyes. He leans into Natasha’s touch as she wipes some 
fresh tears away. “Thank you, Miss Romanoff” he whispers. As he begins to calm down, he takes a 
deep breath and looks back at the car. “...How did you even find me here?” 


“Oh, kid- I know where everyone is,” She jokes. But then her face turns slightly serious (if it 
wasn’t already). “Only joking, kid, Tony told me you’d be here. He knows you well, Pete. More 
than you know. The second that he woke up, he was asking for you. It’s like you were the only 
thing on his mind, and when he found out that you ran away... he was, well- he was so upset. He 
wanted to come here himself, but he’s been ordered to stay on bedrest. Pepper’s sat by his side to 
make sure he behaves. So, he sent me instead.” 


Peter looks up at her. He knew Tony cared, but this much? He had no idea. “... You’re not lying?” 
he whispers, silently begging for that reassurance he so desperately needs right now. 


“He loves you, Peter. And he needs you. As he recovers, he needs to feel happy. Not stressed. And 
having you with him is the happiness he wants. As well as Pep and Rhodey... He just needs his 
family,” Natasha reminds him. “So... what are you going to do about it? Are you going to come 
back with me?” 


Peter timidly nods, deciding to do what’s best. Jumping into the back of the car, he takes one last 
look at the cottage. It was the place he met someone who means the world to him, and itll always 
have a place in his heart. But it’s empty, dreary, and cold. The walls tell horrible memories, ones of 
distress, depression, and loneliness. Frankly, Peter wouldn’t care if someone tore it down brick by 
brick. But it still has a hold on his heart... maybe to remind both that there’s always something to 
look forward to. That after pain comes light. After suffering, there will be happiness. You just have 
to keep going forward. 


It’s hard, obviously. It’s hard to keep going forward when there’s so much tying you down. But 
sometimes... what you have to do is ask for help. Is to surround yourself with people who are 
willing to take some of that pain away for you... to make you weightless. To love you, even when 
things get hard. And Peter’s found that... in the Avengers (he never did things half-way, and he’s 
started to like that about himself). 


Peter’s silent the whole way back. Although he came all the way to the cottage, he feels as if he 
needed it. To close that chapter of his life and move on. To not be afraid of the past, but to learn 
from it. But that doesn’t mean he’s ready. It’s all as well saying it’s not his fault... but seeing Tony 
with all those tubes again. It makes him shiver with fear. Natasha must see this, as she sits a little 
bit closer and holds him as they descend back into Wakanda. She whispers, ‘it’ ll all be okay’, just 
as they land. He thinks she could be telling the truth. 


Peter wonders into the Medbay like a lost puppy, holding onto the edge of his belt anxiously as the 
door opens to Tony. Tony’s sat up, mid-conversation with Pepper when he sees the kid. His 
shoulders automatically relax. He holds out his hand, which Peter slowly takes as he steps inside. 
The second he looks down and sees that Tony’s other arm has been amputated, he freezes. 


Tony must see him looking. He directs the kid’s eyes back to his face, a small smile creeping up on 
him. “Hey,” Tony whispers, “It’s not as bad as it looks. I’m going to have the coolest prosthetic 
you could ever think of. I was actually wondering if you wanted to help me design it? I think you’d 
make it even better than I could, you could teach me about all the tech ve missed.” 


“Y-Yeah, I could do that,” Peter nods. He bites his lip, trying to stop himself from breaking down 
in front of everyone else who’s in the room. He sits on the side of the bed, resting his head by 
Tony’s arc reactor. “I’m so sorry,” he whispers. “I should’ ve done it. My enhanced-,” 


“T’m going to stop you right there,” Tony interrupts. He gently moves the kid, so that he’s sat on 
Tony’s legs, looking at him as if he hung the sun. “I love you, and there’s nothing you could’ ve 
done. I lost my arm. Yes, that’s sad. But I’m still here. And, more importantly, you are too. So 
don’t tell me that you’re sorry, or that you think you could’ ve done it, because that’s just not true. 
Okay?” 


“O-Okay, Mr Stark.” 
“Now,” Tony smiles, “Tell me about what you’re going to do when you go back to school.” 


A month or so later, Peter has become acquainted with Wakanda’s royalty. Coming back every 
weekend to visit Tony, he’s never had this much fun in his entire life. Tony’s getting better by the 
day. He walks fine, well- he has to do some physical therapy, but he’s getting there. They’ ve made 
a lot of progress with his arm (especially considering they have Shuri around as well). Life’s good, 
and Peter feels as if he’s been blessed by a higher power. 


Tony and Pepper are together again. Officially. They work so well together, and Tony seems to be 
more and more comfortable as the days roll by. He’s smiling like it’s second nature to him, hanging 
out with all his teammates that he’s missed so much. 


Obviously, he still has his days when life gets him down, but he pushes through it. Sometimes 
when Peter arrives all he wants to do is sit in silence. Peter gets it. He’s like that too sometimes. So, 
they do just that. Peter will get into the hospital bed, cuddling into Tony’s side. He stares at the 
faint blue light of the arc reactor like it’s a night light and tries to push away the horrible 
nightmares he’s plagued with. Sometimes he’ II fall asleep and wake up screaming because he’s 
just watched Tony die. The billionaire will sit with him for hours to calm him down... (and then 
Peter will have to try and do the same only a few hours later). 


And when Peter goes home, he always leaves in fits of tears. He doesn’t want to go really. He 
never does. If he could move Ned, MJ, and his Aunt May up here... he would. He’d live with 
Tony, May, and Pepper and life would be perfect. 


Walking into Tony’s hospital room during his latest visit, Peter’s surprised to see he’s not there. 
He checks his watch. He should be here right now. He turns around, walking out of the door 
slowly when he hears the end of a hushed conversation. 


“No, Tony- it’s a stupid idea. You’ve barely healed enough to walk. So- no, okay? It’s just not 
feasible,” Peter hears Steve say, and it immediately piques Peter’s interest. What was the 
billionaire wanting to do? “I’m not even going to debate this with you. It’s a no.” 


“T hope you know that you don’t control me, Steve. I’m a grown adult. I can do what I want, I 
promise you,” Tony bites back, and it surprises Peter since he’s never really heard that tone of 
voice from the billionaire before. 


“No, I don’t control you. But I care about you, and I can’t- what do you think it would do to Pete if 
something went wrong? You can’t put your life on the line, Tony. You’re worth more than that. 
You know that you’re not ready.” 


“What am I supposed to do? Just sit here?! You guys are risking your lives, why can I not do the 
same?” Tony shouts, “I just want to help, Steve. I was gone for four years. That’s a lot of missions 
I’ve missed out on. I just want to make up for it.” 


“You don’t have to make up on it!” Steve says, “I’m done speaking on this. We’re all leaving later. 
You won’t be joining us.” And, just like that, he’s gone. 


Steve comes around the corner, almost knocking Peter over and he storms down the corridor. He 
says a quick ‘sorry’, not realising who it was. When he does, he pauses and gives him a 
sympathetic look. “Please talk to him,” he says, before he walks off once more. 


Peter pushes the door open, tilting his head to the side once he sees Tony with his head in his hands 
at the kitchen table. When Tony looks up, he wipes his face and puts on this ridiculously fake 
smile that Peter can see through almost immediately. Tony gets up from his seat. He walks over 
and gives Peter a side hug, kissing him on the top of the head. “Hey, bud. Sorry. I didn’t realise the 
time.” 


“What was that about?” Peter asks, trying not to beat around the bush. Steve looked worried, 
which was only putting Peter on edge. Because when Captain America looked like he was about to 
break, it didn’t seem very good at all. 


“Oh, it was nothing. Nothing for you to worry your head about,” Tony smiles. He turns to walk 
towards to the lab, as that was what they always did at this time in the evening, but Peter holds 
onto his jacket and keeps him still. “Kid? What are you doing?” 


“Steve asked you what I’d do if something went wrong? If what went wrong? Tony, please, I need 
to know. If I’m going to lose you... I-I can’t-,” he pauses, “You’re bad at secrets. I know you 
won’t be able to keep this from me. So, please. Just tell me what’s going on.” 


“There’s a mission tonight and it sounds like it’s difficult (as much as Steve tells him it’s easy). All 
I want to do is go out on the field and bring Iron Man back out to the world. But they won’t let 
me,” Tony explains. “It’s childish of me to get the huff. I know they are all keeping an eye on 
me... but- I just feel useless like this. I don’t really want to rant about this to you, bud-“ 


“T know it’s scary to feel like you can’t do anything,” Peter says, “I felt like that when I got back to 
the apartment with May. I didn’t know how to help her through Ben’s death, or my disappearance. 
She was still distraught, thinking I was gone. I thought I was fine. I though it would be easy to help 
her... but no. It wasn’t. Because I wasn’t ready.” He looks at Tony, a frown forming on his face. 
“You can’t save others when you barely find yourself worth saving.” 


Tony blinks. “When did you become so philosophical?” he jokes, and Peter knows he’s avoiding 
the question, but he lets him do it anyway. 


“Since I went to therapy. You know, like you promised Pepper you’d do?” Peter tells Tony, 
crossing his arms. 


“T...?'m waiting until we get home, kid.” 
“Sure.” 
“T promise!” Tony exclaims. 


They sit in silence as they go down to the lab. As Peter works on his project, he can’t focus. All he 
can think of is Tony. He glances over at the man who’s working on his suit rather than the 
prosthetic they’ ve been adding to every weekend. He still wants to go on this mission. 


“Please don’t go,” Peter whispers. 
Tony’s head turns his way. “Peter...” 


“Tony, please,” he tries. “There will be plenty of missions for you to go one once you ’ve healed. I 
don’t want to find out from the news that you’ ve died. Can we just stay in and watch a film?” 


“Kid, I’ve got to do this. You don’t understand.” 


“T do understand, Tony. I do this sort of thing too,” he says. “I feel rubbish whenever I don’t go out 
and see that someone died when I could’ ve saved them. But as you said to me once, ‘the only 


person who’s fault it is, is the person who pulled the trigger’.” He pauses. “But if that doesn’t 
convince you... if you go, I’m going too.” 


“No, kid- ’m not letting you g-,” 
“But you don’t control me,” Peter interrupts, using Tony’s words from earlier. 


Tony sighs. He knows that with his legs and his suits that aren’t up to code, he shouldn’t go. He 
doesn’t really want to go, of course, but feeling like the scum of the earth for not saving people 
hurts more than he ever thought it would. Peter’s words start to sink in, and he remembers how he 
reassured him when they spoke about Ben. Maybe he was right... maybe it’s right for him to take a 
step back. He could always help in the future. 


“Fine,” Tony says. “I won’t go. But that means you’re at my beck and call this evening,” he 
laughs. “If I get distracted, all my mind will tell me to do is go chasing after them to make sure 
they’re all okay.” 


“That’s music to my ears, Mr Stark.” 


The mission was successful. Meaning, both of them were. The Avengers saved the day, and Peter 
managed to keep Tony Stark at bay. 


After a few more trips, Tony’s well enough to return home. He thanks everyone at Wakanda he can 
find. He thinks about buying them things that are worth more than anyone has ever seen in their 

life, but then he remembers T’Challa tops his net worth by a lot (and he means... a Jot). And when 
he steps on the private jet, he feels just like Peter did. As if he’s leaving all the bad feelings behind. 


As he flies over, he looks out of the window and thinks. Would it be so bad if people knew who he 
was? Should he just come out and say it? ‘I am Iron Man’. Would they believe him? Would they 
care that he saved the world? He’s not sure. Before his mind gets too scrambled, he walks over to 
Peter and just spends the rest of the plane journey with him. 


He’ll figure the rest out soon enough... 


I Am Iron Man 


After a while, life begins to settle. And the times of hiding in a cottage are long forgotten, as days 
blend into what feels like nothing. Before anyone realises, it comes up to a year since the day Ben 
passed... and the day where Tony met Peter. Such awful things came from that one evening, but 
also lead to a relationship which changed the course of a universe. 


Tony wants to celebrate, but it’s a little hard when it lands on the same day as the tragedy. So, he 
lets the kid mourn, deciding that perhaps it would be better if he stayed away. Pepper doesn’t agree 
with him, suggesting that love is all the boy needs right now... the more he gets, the better. But 
when life has told you that being alone is all you’re good for, it’s hard to imagine that spending 
time with others when you’re down in the dumps is something that’ ll help. But when his partner 
(he likes saying that) decides something, it’s easy to agree (she’s normally right anyway). 


With everything going on, Tony’s never actually been to Peter’s apartment before. He’s met May, 
but other than that... the rest is a bit of a mystery. Not wanting to ruin the surprise of his presence, 
the billionaire makes his own way there with a wrapped present on the passenger seat. He parks 
his car down the road and slowly walks over to Peter’s building. 


Before he goes up, he takes in the surroundings. Everything’s so... lively around here. Every 
direction he turns, there’s someone standing there. And every person has their own story. They 
might be going through something awful as they skip down the street with a fake happiness, or 
they might be mid-conversation with a friend they haven’t seen in so long. If Tony hadn’t come out 
of that cottage, he would’ve missed this. Mundane life... it’s more than it’s cracked up to be. 


Learning to enjoy the little things in life is a skill he still hasn’t perfected, but at least he has a 
reason to get up in the morning. He rises from his sleep, gets changed, and Jives. It’s a weird 
feeling- but he indulges in it. After all, he’s been at the deep end... and he’s decided he likes it 
shallow. 


Tony knocks gently on the navy door. Twice. As he waits for someone to answer, he can hear the 
slight buzz of music creeping out from underneath the door. And voices. A lot of voices. Tony 
starts to think maybe he should just turn around and bolt before- 


“Mr Stark?” Peter says, tilting his head to the side. “What are- I mean, how are you? Do you want 
to come in?” 


Tony nods, stepping inside. When he sees a bunch of people he doesn’t recognise, his body goes a 
little stiff. He might like living now, but that doesn’t mean he has to hang out with strangers. 
Holding the present a little too tight, he feels empty when the teenager takes it out of his hands to 
put in on the side. But when he replaces it with his own hands, Tony suddenly feels at ease. 


“Come on, I'll introduce you. It’s okay. There’s not many of us, I promise.” 


Peter drags Tony to where there’s a young boy sitting down. He looks too interested in his Lego to 
look up, but when he does- oh, wow, Tony’s never seen such admiration in somebody’s eyes. Well, 
he has... but it’s a been a long time (a year, if he recalls). 


“Mr Stark, this is Ne-“ 


Ned bounces up from his seat, grabbing Tony’s free hand. He shakes it (hard) and doesn’t let go 
until the two boys make eye-contact. When he eventually releases the older man, he’s staring at 


him like he’s stuck behind museum glass. He waits for a while until he speaks, looking between 
the other two people for a while (it gets a little awkward). 


“Ned Leeds, sir. It’s an honour,” Ned says (and it must hurt to smile that wide for so long). “I have 
read alllll of your research papers. Honestly! Peter and I would wait all night if you were doing a 
speech somewhere just so we could watch it. I can’t recall the number of times we’ ve tried to get 
tickets to an expo of yours or something like that.” 


Tony chuckles to himself as Peter nudges the other boy with his elbow. He raises his eyes at the 
kid... he’ll have to ask him about that another day. When Peter laughs awkwardly, but also 
manages to look angry with his friend... Tony realises they must’ ve known each other for a while. 
And then he realises... this is the Ned he’s heard so much about. It’s great to finally put a name to 
the face. 


“T don’t know what he’s talking about. That’s never happened before,” Peter says. 

“Sure.” 

“Tt hasn’t!” Peter tries, but it falls on deaf ears. “Fine,” he huffs, “Maybe it has happened... once.” 
Yeah right, Tony thinks. 

“Twice...” Peter whispers. 


“Yeah, more like twelve times,” Ned says, laughing when his best friend’s cheeks turn a bright 
pink. “Anyway... how on earth did you get Tony Stark to come here?” Ned asks, turning to face 
his best friend. He looks back at the billionaire, “I mean- did you know Ben?” 


“Has... has Peter not told you?” 


Peter realises he only told Ned that “Tony’ took him in. He didn’t say which Tony this was, and he 
didn’t specify it was their shared idol. Peter bites his lip, apprehensive of how much Ned was 
about to freak out. 


“No? Tell me what?” 


“Uh- Tony was the- well, he took me in after Ben died. When I was snowed in...” Peter says, 
anxiously playing with his nails. He hears Ned gasp. When he looks up, the boy’s mouth is still 
open in shock. In fact, it stays like that for a while. And if he was a mother, he’d tell him to close it 
before the flies flew in. But... because he was a concerned friend, he waved his hand in front of his 
best friend’s face to make sure he was still functioning. “Ned?” 


“No. Way!” Ned shouts, startling both. “Sorry. Wait. Am I? I MEAN- you were staying with Tony 
Stark this entire time and you didn’t even tell me? There’s betrayal, Peter... but then there’s 
betrayal.” The young boy pauses, looking between the people in front of them. Worried they’d 
take him seriously, he grins at them and shakes his head playfully. “I cannot believe it.” 


“Neither could I,” Peter says truthfully, looking up at Tony with a fond smile. “It changed my life.” 


Tony put his arm around Peter’s shoulder, after dropping the kid’s hand (which he only just 
realised he was still holding). “Changed mine too.” 


“’..And you didn’t think to tell me that you’re basically father and son too? What is this world 
coming too... honestly! When your best friend won’t even tell you that they’ ve been adopted by 
their scientific idol who just seemingly came back to life,” Ned says. 


“We’re not!” Both Peter and Tony say in unison, only adding to Ned’s point. They decide to move 
on, leaving Ned with a grin on his face as he returns to his Lego (after welcoming Tony to the 
family in a way that was so genuine that it tugged on his heartstrings). 


Before introducing Tony to anyone else in the apartment, Peter takes him out on the small terrace. 
They sit opposite each other on the small round table, with Tony facing the view of the city. It’s 
nothing like what he gets from the penthouse, but it still manages to make him feel small... that 
he’s just one small part of the city and is he really crucial at all when it comes to wider society? 
He’s not so sure. Before he can indulge himself on another crisis, Peter gently touches his hand and 
brings him back. The kid always had that power to just help him out of intense sadness, or fear, and 
it’s something he’ll forever appreciate. 


“T’m sorry I didn’t invite you here.” 


“What is ‘here’?” Tony asks, “I mean I know it’s your apartment- but I image there’s not this many 
people around usually.” 


“Tt’s a party kind of thing to honour Uncle Ben,” Peter answers, his eyes flickering down in a way 
that tells Tony it’s something he finds hard to talk about. Tony responds by holding his hand, 
squeezing it gently to tell him it’s okay to continue. “I didn’t invite you because it’s also- as you 
probably know- the one-year anniversary of me crashing into your life. I thought it might freak you 
out, so I decided to give you space.” 


“Tt did. At first,” Tony explains. He casts his eyes down, experiencing that same vulnerability the 
kid showed as he speaks. “I told Pepper that I’d keep my distance. But I wasn’t worried about me. I 
was scared that I’d show up and completely ruin your plans for mourning your uncle. I wanted to 
celebrate that we met each other. It was the best day of my life- but then I remember how it 
happened and I felt like an ass.” 


“'..80, We’re just rubbish at communicating? That’s what you’re saying,” Peter laughs. 
“Yeah, I guess so,” Tony smiles, feeling like a weight fell of his shoulders. 


He looks back up and sees Peter beaming back at him and that smile, God that smile, it reminds 
him of why he got up this morning. It tells him that he made it through the worst part of his life 
and came back a better person because of it. It reminds him of love. And, as Pepper told him, 
sometimes all we need is love. 


“Do you know where you could learn how to avoid miscommunicating with people?” Peter asks. 
“Hm?” 

“Therapy,” Peter winks. 

“Oh, God- not this again,” Tony whines. “Look- I will do it soon, I’m just- busy-,” 


“Tt’s not me you have to make excuses for, Mr Stark. Tell yourself why you haven’t,” Peter tells 
him. “I can still see in your eyes that you’ ve still not made it home. It’s like you’ re still at the 
cottage mentally. Recovery is a long street. But you’ ve got to start the journey someday.” He 
pauses. “I won’t bring it up again. I can’t force you, and I don’t want to. You have to start it 
yourself. But I just want to see your true smile. It’s there sometimes, but imagine what it would be 
like to feel complete again?” 


Looking into the kid’s apartment, Tony sees the amount of people that came over to celebrate 
Ben’s life. He must’ ve lived it well. If people are willing to come from far and wide to celebrate 


what he has done instead of crying until they can’t see (there’s still a lot of crying, but that’s 
obvious), then... why do we go through the life cycle in the first place? We’re all here and there’s 
no reason for life, it just is. So... enjoy it. That’s all you can do. 


“Maybe I will, kid.” 


Before he even thinks of talking to a therapist, he ponders his alter-ego. Iron Man. So, after making 
small talk to a lot of confused people (confused why Tony Stark of all people had just shown up 
for a remembrance party), he goes home and drafts up a speech. It talks about the experiences he’s 
had as a kid, what happened in Afghanistan, the battle of New York, and why he originally left that 
day. 


He texts Pepper to organise a conference meeting with all the biggest journalists in the world, 
telling her they had big news to share. She doesn’t tell him what it is, just that he’ll hold it 
tomorrow afternoon. It’s time to let the world know who he is, as it’s someone he’ II be for a long 
time now. Especially since he’s got his- well, he’s got Peter to think of. Maybe he can convince the 
kid to make an appearance so he can show all of them that this young man saved his life. 


Tomorrow rolls around quickly. Too quickly for Tony’s ever anxious heart. He’s stood on a 
podium in front of a thousand and more eyes, standing there in a suit that he hasn’t stepped inside 
for years. His eyes fall across the sea of people, all of them staring at him... but one is looking at 
him proudly. His kid... Pete. As they make eye-contact, all of Tony’s inhibitions let go. He opens 
his mouth and... 


“Tam Iron Man,” is all that comes out. 


He forgets the rest of the speech, words that meant so much to him, because all that matters is he 
gets it out there. He’s held all of it in for so long that saying it... it’s freeing. He listens to the 
screams of journalists wanting to get their scoop, and he smiles as others simply stand there in 
shock. 


Tony Stark is Iron Man... who would’ ve known? 


He answers a lot of questions that evening. Too many if he’s honest. Pepper looks exasperated as 
she kicks the last news team out. When it’s just Steve, Bucky, Nat, Pete, her, and Tony in the 
room, he looks at the billionaire with proud/slightly annoyed eyes. 


“Tt’s not that ’m upset with you telling people,” Pepper says, as if she could tell what Tony’s head 
was screaming at him (she probably could, Tony swears that she has powers... or something). “I 
just wish you told me... you know in case it went bad. Or we could’ve helped you. I would’ ve 
made sure that only-,” 


“Pep,” Tony interrupts. “I think it went fine. Don’t you?” 
“Yes, but-,” 


“T would’ ve told you, honestly, but I think it would’ ve made me even more anxious. I just had to 
get it out there before I talked myself out of it,” Tony explains. He sits down on the chair that 
Steve’s pulled up for him. He smiles... and he think it might be that true smile Peter was talking 
about before. “Does this make me an Avenger, Rogers?” 


“You were always an Avenger, all this means is that people know the name behind the suit,” Steve 
grins, patting the man on his shoulder. “We’re very excited to have you back. I bet you can’t wait 
to sit in on all of my meetings again.” 


“T take it back,” Tony sighs, “Can I reverse time? I don’t want to be an Avenger.” 


“Ha-Ha,” Steve says, “Unfortunately for you, you can’t! You’re stuck with us!” Leaning down to 
give Tony an awkward side hug (awkward because of the angle), he looks down at him proudly. 
“Well done, Tony. I think you did amazing today. We’re all so proud of the progress you’ ve 
made.” 


° 


“Thanks, Steve. And to answer your question seriously, I am... sort of excited for your meetings,’ 
he whispers his admission, hoping no-one hears the sincerity behind it. But they do. They all hear 
it, making Tony’s cheeks flush red. “Right, okay- Iron Man has some PR to do. Do you think I 
should fly around New York with my mask off? Maybe I should buy every employee Iron Man 
merch.” 


“T think I'll handle that side of it, Tony. You’ve never made the right choices with the PR team,” 
Pepper chimes in. She adjusts her blazer, kissing Tony on the top of his head. “I'll see you later, 
honey. Don’t do anything crazy when I’m gone, okay?” 


Steve, Bucky, and Nat filter out soon after. Leaving Peter and Tony alone, Tony can finally see that 
there’s tears in Peter’s eyes. Tony puts his hand over Peter’s cheek, gently positioning the boy’s 
head so they’re eye to eye. Peter huffs softly, making Tony chuckle. ““What’s wrong, sweetheart?” 
he asks, looking his face over to make sure he had no injuries. He tends to hide those. 


“T’m just so proud of you, Mr Stark,” Peter whispers, adding one more tear to the pile that’s sliding 
slowly down his cheeks. “You’ve come so far from who you were when we met. You could barely 
get up in the morning, too tired for what the world was going to give you. And now you’re an 
Avenger again. You’ ve learnt from your past- and-,” 


“Oh, kiddo,” Tony smiles. He leans forward, crushing the kid in the biggest hug he’s ever given 
someone. He presses his lips to the top of Peter’s head, holding him there for what feels like hours 
as they just sway back and forth. “And I’m proud of you. You’ve seen so much in your life and 
yet... you remain optimistic. It’s something I can’t even fathom, but you do it so well. You’re 
doing so good.” 


Gushing about each other for a while, the two of them do eventually make their way out of the 
conference room to a world that’s changed. For people know that Tony’s a hero now, and it means 
he can walk with his head held high. He’s saved the world... so now it’s time to save himself. 


Ten months later...the present day 
“So... that’s it,” Tony says, “That’s how Peter saved my life.” 


“That was a lovely story, Mr Stark,” Tony’s therapist, Mrs Kafka, says. She just had the honour of 
learning how her client got to her office. And it’s a good thing that he did, she thinks, as she’s of 
the belief that this kid must’ ve got there in the nick of time. “I’m glad he got you here. It’s time we 
got you back on track, isn’t it?” 


“T have to admit, doc, I’ve apprehensive. I’m messed up. Badly. I’m not sure how well you’ re 
going to do... no offence. But I’m here for my kids,” Tony says, picking the edge of the armchair 
that’s he sprawled over. He looks up at her, feeling weirdly proud of himself that he even contacted 
her office in the first place. But now that he’s here, it’s terrifying. But she’s done a good job so far, 
he thinks. “And that’s... that’s why I’m going to get better.” 


“T’ve had clients like yourself before, Mr Stark. I won’t name who because I’m sworn to 
confidentiality, but- they’re people you would know. And a lot of them have similar stories to you 


and are getting better by the day. It’s all about determination, and I think you have a lot of that in 
you,” she explains. “And, must I say, it’s good to see you back. The world missed you.” 


“And I missed it,” Tony smiles. 


“Well, then- I expect to see you here every Wednesday afternoon. I’m looking forward to being a 
part of your recovery, Mr Stark, and I hope it’s not as gruelling as you might expect it to be,” she 
says, before standing up and opening the door for him to step out. “It was lovely to meet you.” 


“Likewise,” Tony nods. “Thank you for everything.” 


Tony steps outside and sees Pepper, Peter, and their lovely new arrival... Morgan, sitting there in 
the waiting area. He walks over to the pram, picking up his baby daughter. He presses a kiss to the 
side of her head, smiling when a little smile crosses her face. “Hello, darling,” he whispers, “I hope 
you appreciate that daddy’s doing allll of this for you, mama, and your big brother.” She giggles. 
“Yep, I know. Your daddy’s a saint, isn’t he?” 


“Tt’s not good to teach babies to lie from a young age, darling,” Pepper says, putting her hand on 
Tony’s shoulder. Her wedding ring digs into his skin a little, making him uncomfortable... but it 
also reminds him that he’s got the most beautiful wife in the world... so he doesn’t care. 


“That’s why I’m not lying,” Tony winks. He puts Morgan down in the pram, turning his attention 
to Peter. He wraps his arm around the boy’s shoulder, giving him a big kiss on the side of his head. 
“Am I right, kid?” 


“Hm,” Peter hums, “I think I'll just stay out of this one.” 


As they continue to playfully taunt each other back and forth, the four of them leave the doctor’s 
office. Pepper’s pushing the pram as Morgan giggles inside it. Tony’s holding Peter’s hand, and 
they’re all wearing true (as Peter calls them) smiles. 


This time, Tony doesn’t flee. He’s no longer afraid of what’s in front of him. And Peter can 
breathe, all his trauma outweighed by the good in his life. They both still have loads of issues only 
therapy will sort, but it’s safe to say that they’re happy... and will be for as long as they might live. 


Please drop by the archive and comment to let the author know if you enjoyed their work! 


